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	1. Prologue

**_(Authors note: This story was inspired by a picture of Captain America, the first supersoldier, wearing MkV Mjolnir armour. All credit given to the artist GRAND Big Bird for the inspiration of this crossover. Composer out!)_**

* * *

><p>Explosions were bursting all around him, bullets zipping overhead. There were the cries of the wounded: and the screams of the dying. Such subtle sounds, oh so terrible sounds. Within the grim crucible of battle, you often missed them. Yet when that terrible moment came, when there was a lull, when the bombs and bullets stopped pounding away. The wailing of those poor and stricken men was the most chilling sound of all. It broke your courage and chilled your soul, down to its very core. It is the most terrible noise a human being will ever hear.<p>

Captain America had lost his shield. The mocking God's of war had thought it hilarious to take his most precious weapon from him. It was more than a weapon. It was his saviour, his eternal lifeline, and without it he would have died long ago. Would he be killed this day? Steven Rogers didn't think about such thoughts. He was a soldier, and a veteran of a hundred battles. He felt fear yes, but it was a distant fear. The kind of fear that every blooded man feels. His mind was cool, calm and fee of the anxieties that other men battled against.

He held his rifle tightly. It was his last lifeline, the only thing keeping himself from death during this terrible battle. And how terrible it was. The bombs, the bullets, the terrible screams of the wounded. Blood and viscera, the body parts of men no longer recognisable. All of it hellish. This was an experience that broke millions...but not Steven Rogers. He had been placed above such troubles. Nightmares occasionally plagued him, interrupting dreams and precious sleep. But he had been bred to be free from the fears of normal men. He felt like a freak at times. Why should he be able to deal with such things? Be able to deal with such things when other men couldn't?

Salvos blasted from his weapon. He strafed through the return fire that exploded all around, so loud it threatened to burst his ear drums. Thick black smoke hung about much of the battlefield, concealing enemies and the terrain before him, concealing vital battlefield information. Information he so vitally required to survive. The confusion of war was forcing him to rely on instinct alone.

Munitions blasted all around him…no, were blasting towards him! Forcing him to go to ground. Too late! The strange munitions, like daggers, burned him as they dug into his body. Agony shot through his left side as he tried to pull the shrapnel out to no avail. It was like thousands of fishing hooks were tugging away at his body when he tried. He hugged the ground, finding momentary shelter inside the foxhole. This battlefield was alien to him. He felt vulnerable, as he did in all wars. But here was different. He felt as if decades of experience were working against him. No different from a boy soldier once again.

Suddenly he spied movement out of the corner of his eye. A flicker in the atmosphere in front of him. He could make out a person. No! A monster! A shimmering ghost or shade. Legs, arms, body, helmet. Nothing like he had ever seen. Asgardian magic, alien technology, nothing prepared him for this. The enemy was like nothing he had ever seen. It wasn't human. It was colossal and muscular, worse than any Kree, worse than any Skrull, worse than any threat or terror he had ever faced. It was like something out of a horror movie!

He zeroed his rifle on his enemy. Would it be enough? He loosened the buckle on his combat knife. Could this simple blade really save him from death? War was hell, and hell was exactly where Captain America felt he was...


	2. Secrets

_"Oh! Death was never an enemy of ours! We laughed, knowing that better men would walk our path and greater wars would come. Once each proud fighter brags about his victories, and despairs about his losses. After the politicians and historians are done rejoicing at the greatness of their victorious system! After all the boys are buried, and the old continue to linger._

_All blustering put aside, no soldier fights for flags or for ideals. During the heat of battle soldiers fight for two things only: Their brothers, and their lives._

_But there are exceptions. Or more so, one more thing a soldier will fight for. Heroes...true heroes. There are few such men, but for those who do exist, soldiers will fight 'till death for them above everything else. Men like Jacob Keyes, and Spartan-117. _

_There is only one other that I can think of, and that heroes' name is Captain America..."_

* * *

><p>Twenty eight, twenty eight years. That's how long the war had lasted. Entire planets had been abandoned, rendered lifeless and inhospitable. Twenty three billion humans executed. Trapped inside a galactic wide crossfire with nowhere left to run to. Twelve months, fifty two weeks, 365 days. That's how long had passed since the armistice.<p>

Peace finally reigned.

Lord Hood screwed up his nose, both at the notion of the ideal, and at his surrounding environment as he passed through this narrow blue-lit corridor. It was cold, damp and stank of the sewer rats that inhabited it. Even in the 26th century, it was still nigh impossible to keep the rodents at bay!

"Peace" Scoffed Lord Hood. What a strange word to call it. Chaos was a better label for the current state of affairs! Colonies were starving out there in the void of space, and after three decades of total war the infrastructure of the UNSC had been all but destroyed. The people of earth were in outcry. Something had to be done. But everyone knew there was very little that could be done. The tools required for such a colossal relief effort simply didn't exist anymore.

Rebellion was rife, and insurrectionist movements that had been under control prior to the start of the Human-Covenant war were growing in strength. New human powers were rising – separated from the rest of humankind. Where would the selfish madness end? It went against everything the UNSC stood for. Humanity needs to stand together as one in order to survive. Had people learnt nothing from the war?

Now with the bulk of the UNSC's armies gone, all that could be achieved was the stabilization of half a dozen core worlds. The rest of their recourses were needed for rebuilding humanity and driving back dangerous Covenant remnant fractions. The only reason why the entire human race hadn't already starved to death was because of the efforts of their Sangheili allies. Without them, what little progress the UNSC had made would have been impossible.

Thel 'Vadam, the Arbiter, High Chancellor of the Free Confederation of Sangheilos had been instrumental in the setting up of hundreds of relief efforts across human occupied planets: Not a popular choice amongst the elites. Billions had been killed on both sides during the war. Most humans hated the elites, most elites hated humans. The Sangheili had their own problems. Their territory had been halved, entire colonies glassed by vengeful Jiralhanae. Their entire civilization was just one knife edge away from a civil war. Why then should they help us humans? We who were responsible for killing so many of their kind?

Anyway, Terrance Hood didn't have time for such trivia. Every human knew this history. Every human knew the complete mess they were in. It was going to be like the birth of the UNSC all other again! It would take centuries for humanity to recover. The UN needed to start from the bottom up, and the outer colonies would have to fend for themselves for now. Humanities' priority was the restoration of earth and her neighbouring systems. Only then would they be able to save the others.

Yet, there was optimism. There were an infinite number of bright and shining possibilities where humanity would go from here. There were hundreds of secrets waiting to be discovered amongst the stars. Forerunner relics and ancient human infrastructure, lost long ago since the cataclysmic interplanetary wars. Hood was about to visit one of those secrets now. He had almost reached the end of the long, dimly lit corridor.

"Attention marines...Ten Huit!" The huddle of guards stood outside a large metal door at the end of the metal hallway. They quickly formed rank upon realising that a superior officer was passing by. It was a welcome change, something other than the usual drudgery of their duties. Oh how they hated it! The steel-lined corridor, cold and dimly-lit, was all too familiar to the squad of marines. Assigned to patrol its depths for what seemed half a lifetime. It had always seemed odd, for this assignment of Special Forces to do nothing other than man an abandoned passageway. Carrying the most advanced and modern weaponry, to inevitably meet no foe.

The most up to date weaponry, the most advanced training, and almost half a mile of narrow corridor to see any enemy coming. Though they had all these advantages, they were still nervous. Nervous because after all these years they had never actually seen what was behind the door. Their duty had always been under any and all circumstances to stay by this bulkhead and fight to the death. But today was different. Today Lord Terrence Hood himself had come down the corridor. And he was going to open the door!

The Marines stood at the ready; at all times their Designated Marksman's Rifles and SAW's (Squad Automatic Weapons) pointed down the hallway, waiting for enemies. Now would be the worst moment for any brute infiltrators or curious human civilians to walk down this passageway. Lord Hood was not alone, accompanied by two ODST fire teams. Behind these troopers was a trolley, carrying sensitive probes and scanners, and a portable med chamber suspended by anti-grav plating. Behind was a team of scientists, two carefully pushing it along, the others swarming over these fragile instruments babbling about "not damaging the delicate equipment!"

"At Ease, boys" Lord Hood called out as he walked over to the door. The marines relaxed, each one watching him out of the corner of their eyes.

Hood first went to the eye scanner. Two faint blue lasers then moved across his eyes and scanned his badge of rank. "Rank identified, identity accepted. Good morning Terrance Hood!" The dumb AI chirped over the vox caster. This secret door had been discovered nearly a decade ago, and a security system had been installed. "Finger print and password now required. Enjoy the rest of your day Sir." Lord Hood immediately put his thumb to another scanner, where a red light scanned it. He finally leaned over to the intercom.

"Operation: Rebirth." At that the heavy duty door slowly opened. Stale air came out of the room, and the sound of machines and engines working away could be heard from inside. "You have been guarding this hall for six years without question marines," Lord Hood began to say as he motioned them to move forward with him. "It's about time, that you get to see what's inside. No one, not even ONI knows exactly what is behind here. There could be automatic defence systems that our probes haven't discovered. Be on your guard!" At that, Lord Hood walked inside, fallowed by his ODST's. Each Marine advanced at a cautious pace, not quite as eagerly as they might have done before.

Inside, a thin layer of dust covered every surface. There were many machines inside, all flashing lights and ancient fly-belts. The technology all looked very, very outdated. The marines didn't know how old it was, but it didn't take an engineer to tell that it was not modern. They looked around with eager eyes. Several of the machines were inactive, and it looked like they had died years ago.

"Where are the lights?" One of the Marines whispered as they walked in. The others didn't answer. Yet one took out a torch that hung by his belt. They all followed Hood, who was heading towards a machine at the end of the room, a faint red glow emanating from it. This machine wasn't an old rusted computer, but a large Cryo-Chamber, holding a shadowy figure surrounded by ice. The life support systems accompanying the machine did not match the rest of the tech in the room. They seemed far more advanced, and appeared to be functioning perfectly.

"Remarkable, don't you think?" Terrance Hood asked rhetorically, braking the tension of the room. "They must have been working nonstop for 500 years and yet, they look as if they were manufactured just last week."

He was correct. The monochrome surfaces of these machines hadn't rusted at all. Not even any dust coated them, however that was possible. The machines defied reason, and the scientists couldn't wait to start experimenting on them. Unfortunately they had strict orders not to touch anything until the occupant of the ancient Cryo-Chamber had left the facility. But they, like the marines, were allowed to look. The science team hung back for the moment, tense, like frightened mice, ready as if at any moment to bolt out of the room. The soldiers meanwhile, whilst wary, began to approach the doors of the old device, and began to peer inside.

"Wh…who is that?" one the Marines asked as he gazed into the chamber, almost pressing his face against the glass. There was a figure inside: Cast in shadow, but looked tall-ish and very muscular. He seemed to be holding something circular, held across his chest. Feint colours of crimson red and summer-sky blue could just be made out, within the dim light of this long abandoned chamber.

Lord Hood just gave a small chuckle before he picked up a piece of dusty paper that was lying next to him, off from one of the machines. The ink had long since faded and sections of the paper disintegrated as he handled it. _"A Shame." _Hood thought in disappointment. It was pointless wondering about the information it may have once possessed. Time to get to business.

"Tell me marines, what do you know about the Second World War?" The soldiers exchanged glances in confusion. Where was Hood going with this?

"It was the last major terrestrial war on earth sir." One of the Marines replied, snapping into action. "It was waged between the Allies, and the Axis powers of Imperialist Japan and Nazi Germany!" He explained, rather proud that he knew his history so well. Or, so he thought.

"Yes...that is what our schools teach today isn't it?" Hood announced coolly, and continued to examine the room around them. "But there is another part of that story, one that isn't taught in class rooms. A forgotten chapter. One that started the Spartan Programme." He told them as he walked over to the very end of the chamber. Everyone in the room, including the ODST's looked round at him, not knowing what on earth the Second World War had to do with 2554 or the Spartan Programme. Yet if Hood said it was important, it was important.

"During the war, Germany was developing Nuclear weapons. Japan, was developing Jet Technology. Even the Russians, and other many European nations were working on amazing new aviation and rocket propulsion systems for their time." Just as could be expected during any arms race. "America, the richest nation of them all, perfected all of these later in the war. But they made something else, something that none of them could. Using intricate genetic engineering procedures, they created the first ever Super Soldier." This information had not been released until now, and had been forgotten during the terrible colony wars of the Solar System.

So much had been lost during that conflict. Technologies lost, knowledge lost. Entire countries had been wiped from the face of the earth. But then the UN had triumphed over their enemies, and the UNSC had been born. Earth had been brought under the fold of a single banner, a single power. This had truly been the war to end all wars, human at least. Or on failing this, at least those of earth and the oldest core worlds. Hood was now standing right before the cryo-chamber, and he could see the sources of the lights emanating from within the pod. He placed a hand against the frosted, century old glass, and sighed.

"This was Captain America." He finally revealed, whipping away the frost and dust near the head. The clear glass revealed a man with a blue, hooded mask. It bore small Valkyrie wings on the sides of his head, and a large 'A' placed across the forehead. "In many ways, this man is the progenitor of all Spartans. He was one of the inspirations that drove scientists like Dr Catherine Halsey to develop them. Indirectly, this man is responsible for saving humanity from the Covenant."

None of the troops knew what to say. They all thought Captain America was long dead, lost alongside all those other wonders of the 21st century. A powerful virus created by China had wiped out many of the super humans of the western world, and killed millions of other human beings. The terrible act had amongst other events lead inevitably to the interplanetary wars. "How…how was he possible?" one of the ODST asked. Stunned. The puzzle of creating super soldiers had evaded the talents of UNSC research teams for decades. How had it been cracked by humans near enough to half a millennia ago?

"Genetic engineering, trooper." Hood immediately replied. "The UN illegalised all genetic engineering projects perpetrated on human beings towards the end of the 20th century: Healthy moral laws the UN still uphold to this day. The people that worked on the good captain here conducted all their work before those sanctions had taken hold. They never had the handicaps our Spartan programme had." Hood explained as he punched a few buttons, then backed up a couple of steps.

"I've just activated the defrost sub-routine...two things now might happen. The Captain is going to be dead after being frozen for so long or…he is going to attack us. Whatever you do, do not kill him! ONI will have your heads if anything happens to him!" Hood warned, backing up just a few more steps. The aging commander wasn't in the physical condition, or mood for fighting a powerful super soldier and his indestructible shield. He personally believed the old heroes' reputation had to be exaggerated. And surely his shield wasn't actually indestructible? The _Titanic_ and the _Pillar of Autumn_ had been 'indestructible'! All would be revealed in good time. He was sure that ONI had a multitude plans for Captain America.

Hood's troops meanwhile look at each other in apprehension. "Sir, what should we do if he attacks us?" One of the ODST's ask as he lifts his shotgun, watching the ice slowly disappearing from inside the Cryo-Chamber. Hood stood there impassively, as if he hadn't even heard the private. He then loosened to holster of his magnum, just in case.

"Just don't do anything stupid." The Lord Admiral finally answered...


	3. Ol' Fashioned Way!

_The ceramic table I am lying on is hard but warm, the under floor heating of the facility ensuring that every surface in the room is warm to at least some extent. Such a remarkable invention. We only had radiators in my day! With my shield laid across my chest, I watch as busy technicians and their assistants dart around me. My name is Steven Rogers, or as the world knows me, Captain America. I am in a secret S.H.I.E.L.D. base, hidden far underground. This is the last I'm gonna see of the world for a couple of decades!_

_"Well Steven, they've fuelled the pod, nearly ready to go. And don't worry, the power generators are over engineered. Thank Stark later! The mechanics will last for two centuries at least, perhaps more. We wanted to make sure that you would be safe." Announced Nick Fury, the agitation all too clear in his voice. He stands by my side, my old friend and comrade. But Nick looks worried. His face is creased with lines, as tense as a rabbit in a car's headlights! I've only seen him this tense a couple of times. I begin to wonder if there is something he isn't telling me, or if he has a gut feeling that no one else does. Whatever it is, I don't want to know! _

_"It's like I'm in a dream world Nick," I reply. "And I have to admit. I'm nervous." Nick simply raised one of his eyebrows in amusement to my exaggeration._

_"Well, I can always get one of my agents to slap you, see if that wakes you up!" Nick laughed heartily. But I knew, he was trying to hide what he felt. He was worried about me, his old friend, he was uncomfortable at the thought of sending me into the unknown. Things were rough out there, and the future was uncertain. Depending on how long I would be in stasis, he was worried that he wouldn't be there for me in times of need. But he knew what had to be done._

_"Oh! And Steve!" Fury suddenly announced. "The nerds upstairs, in particular your old buddy Mr Fantastic, told us that he believes you will still be able to dream."_

_I smile broadly. Good news! "So, just sleeping after all then." I say rhetorically. When I had fallen into the arctic waters all those years ago, during World War II, I hadn't dreamt. Couldn't dream. The event still haunts me to this day. The gigantic plane failing, falling. Knowing that death was coming. Then the crash, and the cold, the terrible cold! Slowly losing consciousness, knowing this was the end...then waking up to a bunch of S.H.I.E.L.D. operatives and being thrust into the strange and downright noisy 21st century. And ready or not, asked to save the world once more! This was going to be nice. To have years of uninterrupted dreaming. I had actually been having good dreams of late. Things weren't all bad!_

_"Hey Cap, one last thing!" Nick was fussing over me now. He really believed that he wouldn't see me again!_

_"Come on Nick!" I interrupt, "It's unlikely that this is gonna be a complete goodbye!" He smiled back, but there was something in his eye and posture that didn't convince me. _

_"Anyway Steve, some of your…'high end friends' wanted you to have a few things." As he walks to the other side of the room, Nick pulls out a medium size suitcase. I simply look at it in happy surprise. I had asked for no fuss! But feel only joy at the sight of my friends and team member's lovely gestures._

_I received many gifts from different heroes I knew. Thor gave me a tiny piece of his hammer Mjolnir, to help me though my journey. Wherever the future would take me, Thor would be there for me. Iron man gave me the Mk I ARC reactor, the power system from his very first iron man suit. The Punisher sent me a US marine Infantry patch. A bird of paradise's purple feather from Clint, Hawkeye. And from Nick fury, a picture of his father. But what about the Black Widow? What about Natasha? _

_"NICK! WAIT! Don't you freeze him yet you sons of bitches!" Breaking Steve's train of thought, the lady herself came barging through the door! How had she found the facility? Huh! Amazing what a top S.H.I.E.L.D. spy in love is capable of!_

"_Natasha! You do not have clearance to this area. Hell, you shouldn't even know here exists! You know I'm going to have to ask you to leave." She then gave Nick an icy stare. It was as if she was about to punch him! _

_''Not without saying goodbye Nick, only to say goodbye to him!" Steve's eyes well with emotion. His love's face is also flushed, but she refuses to cry. Not even for him. Too tough, too proud: One of the reasons why Steve loved her so much. So much had happened since the Avengers. She and Clint had always just been friends. So much had happened, and Natasha couldn't let him go without saying goodbye. _

_She glided over to the Cryo-Chamber, leaning over him, her beautiful, sorrowful eyes staring right back at his. Her flawless long, red hair dangled over her face, obscuring her cheeks, tickling Steve's face as it falls down over her shoulders. "Don't you forget me Steven. Remember the times we spent together, remember the missions. All those memories, all those feelings. Don't forget me!" _

_A single tear trickles down her pale cheek as I watch. "I will never forget you Natasha, we may meet again, and if we do then w-" She stops me with a kiss. Full on my lips, throwing her arms around me. It lasts, I don't know for how long. You don't time kisses. If you do, your heart ain't in it! So wonderful. A parting gift from her after all. As she finally breaks away from me, she stars deep into my eyes, as if identifying every emotion playing through my eyes. There never has been anywhere to hide from her. My time with Natasha has certainly been intense!_

_"Don't do that to me Steve, to us. Just remember tough guy, and good luck." Placing another gentle kiss on his lips, than a final one on his cheek, she breaks away from their loving embrace. She was ready._

_"You still want to do this Cap?" Nick asks, realising once again everything that I am giving up. "I know we need you to do this, but, not against your own free will. No one would think any less of you if you decided to back out!" I think for a moment. 'No one would think any less of me'. Natasha might! It was the most remarkable feature of her personality. How her emotions conflict with each other, how she puts aside personal wants for duties sake. No, even for love, even for me, she would hate me if I stayed. I'm her soldier. She wants me to live up to it. I can't help but feel a little hurt._

_"I need to" I answer simply. Nick nods, pointing orders now to the technicians around us. _

_"Okay Cap. Good luck!" An agent I have never met before tells me. Odd, he must be a new recruit. I walk away from my table, towards the cryo chamber, ready to sleep. Duty first. Always._

_"Goodbye old friend" Nick finishes, pulling himself together and once more becoming the indomitable spy I'd always known. He puts a hand on Natasha's shoulder, she shrugs it off instantly. We both smile at each other. He'd forgotten again!_

_"You too Nick. Good luck also!" It's all I can manage. As I relax back into the pod, support bars begin to close around me and the doorframe, and already I can feel it growing colder. As the process began to start, one of the technicians' assistants, a S.H.I.E.L.D. scientist, sticks a thick needle into my bicep. This was it now, no way back. The chemical had been administered, a compound that everyone round here, including myself, calls 'Antifreeze'._

_Then the glass cover descended, and vapours begin to condense around me. As the mist thickens and turns to ice, my mind begins to go dark. I give the room one final looking over. I can still see Nick and Natasha's faces, altered and warped by the ice and curvature of the glass. I look at her. Are those tears, or is it vapour running down the plexiglass in front of her? It is then that my vision has gone completely, one of antifreezes many side effects._

_"This is goodbye…I hope…they are going…to be ok…" Captain America thought as his mind became numb. _

_And soon he was asleep._

* * *

><p>The ice around Captain America started to defrost. His muscles began to twitch as they get warmer, his heart pumping again into life once more. One beat, two beats, seven, now twenty. Then his eyes flew wide open! He looked around, his vision blurry. Yet even with his body numb and his senses poor, he could sense and 'feel' the guns pointed at him. As his vision clears, he finally sees those in front of him.<p>

These weren't S.H.I.E.L.D. agents, or American service men for that matter! Nick had promised that he would be greeted by men dressed in S.H.I.E.L.D. gear so he would still feel right at home when he awoke. He was somewhat nostalgic like that. He knew something was terribly wrong. Training kicked in. Instinct dictated his actions, and his superhuman mind began to assimilate the details of his surroundings.

Possible hostiles: 16 soldiers, 4 non-combatants, possibly scientists. Unit of seven in front of me – one commander, two elites, four others. Other individuals, no cohesion: Four elites, four 'scientists', five others. Taking in all the data, now aware of every single detail within the chamber. This whole thought process took around three seconds.

He was uneasy, he didn't recognise the uniforms. Who were they? They reminded him of Hydra soldiers! Were they Hydra Soldiers? Cap didn't know what was happening and decided it was a better idea to go on the offensive then to get shot. He began to push with all his might at the door in front of him. Pushing with everything he had. His body still slow and cold. The glass fractured, the supporting frame came away completely and the whole structure came flying towards Hood and his marines. All they could do was jump back before they were crushed under heavy duty Pyrex and aluminium.

As he leaped out of the machine, the ODST who was standing with Hood vaulted over the twisted Cryo-Chamber door, and charged at him, attempting to restrain him. Captain America took a basic combat stance, like a heavyweight boxer, fist and shield waiting. _"Come and get it!"_ the old soldier thought.

The shield came forward, and before he knew what had hit him the ODST received a swift blow to side of his helmet. It bent the military grade Titanium-A alloy and fractured the visor completely. The unconscious trooper was thrown fast to the left, flung into the air by the sheer power of the attack. At least his armour had stopped his neck from breaking.

Everyone began to back away.

One marine fired off his SAW, trying to hit Caps' legs. But Captain America lunged down with his shield deflecting the bullets: Too easy! Cap charged now, his shield smashing into the trooper, who had foolishly stood his ground. Shattering his nose and goggles, he crunched into the glass ridden floor with a grunt of pain.

His body and senses were slow. Groggy, unable to function yet with the effects of stasis pressing down on him. A miracle he was even capable of fighting at all! Another ODST trooper zeroed in his shotgun, aiming straight at the Captain's chest. He had an open shot, free of the shield, and he took it. The high velocity shrapnel flew at him, hitting him clean. Cap grunted at the power of the hit. But the pellets deflected harmlessly. Straight off his suit. A couple of pellets actually flew back hitting two of the marines! Unharmed, but shaken. A few curses were shared! Lord Hood, watching as the action unfolded, simply raised an eyebrow in surprise. _"More than just a flashy outfit!" _He thought to himself.

Winded, and knowing his suit wouldn't take the same hit twice, Captain America charged. Accelerating, he sprant towards the ODST with supernatural speed and punched him before he could fire the second shell off. His fist shattered his visor with ease. The unconscious trooper slumped into the ground. Steven Rogers now Jumped back against a wall, shield flanking his body, ready for the assault he knew was about to come.

"Captain, please! Calm down" Lord Hood pleaded, trying to cool the Super Solder, now that he'd seen enough of his men get hurt by the man. But it was to no avail. Two more ODST troopers jumped on Captain America, tackling him to the ground.

"Hit him for fuck sakes!" One of them shouted. A third trooper standing above the sprawling men raised his Battle Rifle, ready to strike him with the heavy butt of his weapon.

Captain America was filled with rage and confusion, and utilizing his incredible strength yet again, he threw the two soldiers off of him. He launched a savage Horse Kick into the side of the third, shattering armour and bone in equal measure. "Captain Steven Grant Rogers that is enough!" Lord Hood bellowed as he watched Captain America grab the wheezing soldier's gun from him, attempting to break it upon his knee. Cap drove towards the weapon, ready to break it in two as he had done so many times before.

Then his knee stopped dead.

The lightweight looking weapon heaved and buckled, and a couple of screws flew away from it, shattering a nearby computer monitor. But the weapon did not sheer completely. "AAAAHGH!" Rogers shouted, more in surprise than actual pain. His balanced collapsed as he brought his leg down, falling onto his left side. He looked in awe for a moment at the skeletal looking gun, then threw it on the ground and climbed back to his feet.

"Who are you people? Where am I...When am I?" Captain America shouted, adopting another combat stance. His mind was racing. He didn't know what was going on. He knew there were soldiers to his left and right getting ready to fight again. The others were knocked unconscious, or looked too dumbfounded to even attack.

"My name is Lord Terrence Hood" He began, regaining his composure and holstering his pistol. "You are still in the Cryo-Chamber. There's no easy way of telling you this Captain, but you have been asleep for centuries. It is the year 2554, and it is a Wednesday. I swear, my marines are not here to harm you. Stand down troopers!" Hood growled at his men. They had succeeded in protecting him from the bewildered super soldier.

As the soldiers lowered and holstered their weapons, Terrance stepped forwards towards Captain America, holding his hands up in front of him in a gesture of peace. Steve looked around, his head swam and confusion swept over him. Was this for real? There was no lie in this Terrance Hood's voice! He wasn't supposed to have been asleep this long. This…this was not what he had signed up to!

"No..." This was the only word that escaped his mouth. He couldn't believe this, it had to be lies! Had they poisoned him? Were they making him see and feel things that were not true? As much as he wanted to, he knew that it couldn't be. He knew in his heart that it was true. Nicholas, Natasha. It was happening all over again!


	4. I'm No Future Man!

_The whole situation seemed unbelievable. I'd been thrust forward into the future once before, and that alone had been too unreal to believe. For it to happen a second time, to be thrown even further out of his own time...It was completely unthinkable!_

He sat there with the Lord Hood, sat on one the titanium barricades just outside the Cryo-facility. More men had come down after the events of before. Tea and water had been provided, allowing him time to rehydrate, recover, clear his head and begin to come to terms with what had happened. Terrance struck him as a kind man, but also a man who was hard and very dry. He reminded him very much of Nick Fury. Same character, same responsibilities: If not greater responsibilities than the old director of S.H.I.E.L.D.

As they sat there, sipping their tea, Earl Grey apparently! From their thermos flasks, Lord Hood was personally cooling the Captain over. Hood felt the greatest sympathy for the old soldier. He could only imagine what the man was going through. He wondered who the man had lost...friends, family, loved ones? He thought it best not to ask those questions.

"I just can't come to terms with it all Terrance...I'm no future man, and I've lost everything that I had ever cared about." He confided in him. Cap had pulled his mask down, and his shield lying by his feet, right where the Cap had dropped it about ten minutes ago.

"I understand what you're going through Steven, and I'm incredibly sorry for your-" "Oh! Do you know?" Cap interrupted suddenly. "You understand how it feels, to have your life ripped away from you and destroyed? Having nothing you can ever do about it? This has happened to me twice now! It's like a bad joke! It's just too unreal to believe that it's true."

Hood took the jab lightly. Steven Rogers knew nothing of the horrors of the future. How could Captain America know about all that _he_ had lost? He still wasn't sure how to explain all that humanity had gone through since his disappearance. Perhaps he shouldn't. "Being so far out of your time? That I can only imagine. Yet don't be selfish enough to believe that you're the only human who has ever lost the people they care about. I had a family once, long ago. Before they were taken from me. It's a day I will never forget."

Exited chatter from the group of scientists standing not ten yards away took their attention. They were analysing scans that they had taken of the good Captain not five minutes ago. The babble then decided to move on deeper into the compound. Lights had been erected inside now, and the Stoney glances coming their way from Lord Hood and his remarkable companion convinced them that this was the best course of action.

This shock confession from Hood had snapped the Cap out of his self-pity. He scolded himself, silently. For forgetting that there was a whole worlds worth of suffering out there, across the nations of the world. He wondered if America was still the world superpower. Had another old, or new one overtaken it? Were children still starving to death in the future? "Do you mind if I ask how they died?" Steven asked, using all the sensitivity he could muster. Lord Hood took a deep breath and bowed his head as he was overwhelmed by melancholy, remembering better times.

"I have long since come to terms with their deaths." He removed his cap, and held it in his old and gentle hands. "And yet it grows no less painful as the years go by. Life was so good back then. As a Lord of the British Isles and an Admiral of the Fleet I have access to a very privileged lifestyle. I was able to provide my family with everything they could ever need. My two daughters received the best education. We set up a beautiful Chateau, my wife and I, in one of the most beautiful valleys on Harvest."

Captain America shot him a look of confusion. "Harvest? Is that a holiday resort?" He'd heard how the wealthy and famous often moved to the west coast, or the Virgin Islands. Lord Hood's face immediately creased up, and he laughed wheezily at the remark. "Oh! Captain you have no idea! If you think a lot had changed when you first stepped foot in the 21st century, than you're not going to believe how far humanity has come in the past 500 years."

Steven Rogers smiled. Hood wasn't dry at all! He just took his duties seriously. Cap gave him a look as if to say, _"Go on, tell me...I dare you!" _

"I've seen and heard a lot in my time sir. Surprise me!"

Hood smiles broadly. "A hundred credits says you're wrong!" The joke reminded Steven of one of the first conversations he'd had with Nick Fury. How had that turned out? With him ten dollars out of pocket! "I won't bet on it Hood, not that I'd even have credits to bet! But, I still want you to try."

"Very well Captain. For one thing, Harvest is not a Holiday resort, nor is it a province. Harvest is a human occupied agricultural world, second from the terrestrial sun of the Epsilon Indi System, approximately ten thous-" That was the inevitable point where Captain America interrupted him!

"Wait, what?" His eyes wide with wonder and surprise. "Harvest is on another God damn planet?" He could scarcely believe what he was hearing. He'd seen men fly and level whole towns. He'd met aliens and demi-gods - Asgardians, Eternals, Skrulls and Kree. S.H.I.E.L.D. had concealed all four races existences so well, he doubted Lord Hood and the rest of the human race even knew that they were out there. He'd viewed NASA's blueprints for moon and asteroid bases first hand, and those had amazed him. How far _had_ humankind come?

"Yes Captain, Harvest was the most remote colony world in human occupied space. The Indi star system is located at is approximately ten thousand light years away from earth." He suddenly coughed a little, hoping that Cap wouldn't pick up on the fact that he had said Harvest 'was' the most remote human colony. He didn't want to give anything away of the war.

Cap missed it completely. Shock number two: Might as well have been on the other side of the universe. He was beginning to feel sorry that he had asked! "Ten thousand light years…How is that possible?" He was starting to feel very out of his depth. He now doubted whether he would even understand the answers to his ignorant questions.

Hood was starting to make a fine habit of having to explain such things to soldiers. Teaching geography, history and all about the super soldiers of ancient past. Perhaps he should begin charging a fee for his teaching services? But as much as he wanted to answer the Captain America's questions, he possessed neither the security clearance nor the time required to do so. ONI couldn't be kept waiting, he had to move Rogers on.

"It would appear that far more has happened than you ever thought possible Steven Rogers, and I'm not sure that I have the wisdom to adequately explain 500 years of very sensitive human history." Cap reabsorbed his emotion, accepting the difficulty of the current situation.

"I understand" He agreed honestly. Hood gazed at the man in wonder, what a puzzle the man was! He simply couldn't work out if he was just a simple soldier, or someone with far more depth of mind.

"You are a rare man Steven Rogers, selfless and indomitable. The kind of man humanity needs right now. I don't think that you are a man out of time just yet Captain. Whilst humanity has broken free from the confines of earth and spread out amongst the stars, we haven't changed all that much since the 21st century. One thing that hasn't changed is humanities need for heroes in times of need. Nor the impatience of her governments. The decision to have you unfrozen Steven was not taken lightly. The UN needs you, and humanity needs you. The year 2554 is a very dark time for human kind. You were frozen for one reason, to be woken up when humanity needed you. Forget the year Captain, humanity needs you right now!"

As unsure as he felt about his future, Captain America knew he could never dismiss a plea for help of such sincerity. Whatever the reasons may be. "If humanity still needs Captain America…then that's all that happens. No matter what the future holds, no matter where it may take me I will be there to serve humanity...wherever she may be, on earth or in space, I will be there for them. By God you have my word Lord Hood."

It took a few moments for Lord Hood to get over his brave and selfless words, the sheer honesty alone was enough to stir emotion, deep within his very fibre. A small crowd had formed, marine and scientist had all stopped dead to listen to the remarkable conversation that was going on. "Well then Captain…I think it's about time we get out of these sewers…Don't you bone heads have anything better to do? Get back to your duties men!" Sending the rabble of UNSC soldiers and scientists scuttling away.

Once they were alone, Hood continued. "I will escort you to Alpha Site Captain. Above us is a major UNSC facility, it is run by ONI – The Office of Naval Intelligence: An organisation so secretive that not even top military brass such as myself have knowledge of what goes on behind their walls. They will interview and assess you. They will decide on the course your life may take from here."

Captain America didn't like the sound of that. "You make me sound like I am the property of the state, a piece of military hardware!" Lord Hood stared at him dead in the eyes. "You are not the property of the state Steven, and you are not a slave of ONI's. However, once you part from my company Captain, you will be entirely at their mercy."

Hood's face was stern, his eyes dark with worry, and he placed both his hands on Cap's shoulders. "You cannot trust those men Captain! Not under any circumstances. ONI are dangerous, and there is almost nothing they won't resort to. Nothing they aren't capable of. I don't know what will happen to you when you pass into their custody. And I will have no way of contacting you once you do. You may never leave that facility, they my conduct experiments on you. Hurt you, dehumanise you, the rest of the world simply won't know. All I know is that ONI cannot be trusted, and that you will not be safe when you are in their custody. According to military intelligence, you do not exist. Those marines you saw, will have their minds wiped of your existence. But I fear for you Steven, because a man who doesn't exists cannot possess human rights. Be on your guard at all times, and if you fear that your life is in danger…run…for God sakes run!"

Fear and oppression: perhaps the world the world hadn't advanced, but regressed. Hood made these ONI types sound like Nazi's. Maybe Hood was only paranoid, the intelligence industry did a lot behind closed doors. Even S.H.I.E.L.D occasionally got blood on their hands. Intelligence was a dirty business. "I'll keep myself safe…you're a good man Terrance. I will not forget how good you have been to me. Thank you for your advice."

Hood's eyes twinkled, multiple emotions playing over his mind all at once. "Thank you, Steven Rogers. Good luck. Know that if you are ever in need of me, that I will always be there to aid you." The wording of the offer took Steve aback. It was exactly what Thor had said to him all those years ago.

He reached into a pouch on his right side, finding the mjolnir fragment. A dark smile spread across his face. He hoped that this ONI, whoever they were, were truly a force of good: Mistrusted only, just as S.H.I.E.L.D was long ago. He hoped ONI weren't as bad as Lord Hood feared. For if they were, and they went too far, Captain America would summon aid to his side that none of the 'spooks' would be able to even comprehend!

"…Anyway Captain. We aren't parted from each other just yet. Is there anything else you want to know about the 26th century? If the information isn't classified I would be happy to tell you about anything." His features were warm and inviting again. Hood had the ability to make you feel at ease under any and all circumstances. Captain America did have a question, he wondered if humanity had encountered any alien civilizations.

But first things first… "Do they still have Corn Dogs and waffles in the future?" The most important question of them all! Hood laughed out loud.

"Yes Captain, we do still have those in the future. You ought to try New Mombasa rolls. Best darn snack you've ever eaten! One bite and you'll slide into a diabetic coma, forever!" The two warriors roared with laughter. What an odd sight it was, the neat and aged Lord of the King's Realm, and a man dressed in the American flag cracking jokes like a pair of schoolboys. They certainly turned a few heads inside the confines of the secret corridor. "Do you have any _SERIOUS_ questions to ask me Steven?" He breathed, wiping a tear of laughter from his left eye.

"Go on than Hood. Tell me, because humanity has expanded so far into the heavens. Have we met any extra-terrestrials yet?"

"_Shit!" _Hood cursed in his head, the blood in his cheeks flooded out and his mouth went dry. Captain America couldn't have asked a worse question. Hood simply couldn't give him the answer, it would break Stevens' heart for sure. "Some questions Captain, I think you should save for behind the walls of the Alpha Site…"


	5. Riddles and Darkness

"Dr Catherine Halsey, please step forward. Security clearance has been authorised and you are free to enter Site Alpha: God knows how and why. Your escort of guards have arrived. You will go to them immediately and be brought to the inner sanctum immediately. As I said…Please step forwards." Halsey shot the man a quick stare, then glanced away from him and passed through the last security checkpoint into Site Alpha.

She was led, handcuffed by her escort of marines. They were public contractors, UNSC soldiers. ONI didn't have the legal right to generate their own troops and security personnel. Just like every other high profile organisation or corporation, they were completely dependent on the UNSC for providing them with security and guardsmen. It stopped major organisations such as ONI from becoming too powerful, another of the many safeguards which helped prevent rebellions from taking place.

Of course she, Catherine Halsey, had manufactured the ultimate safeguard against human rebellion. A system capable of crushing any inside threat to the UNSC: the Spartans, her Spartans. The ultimate soldiers. The most efficient infantrymen possible with the tools at the UNSC's disposal. Of course, advanced weapons and equipment were useless unless wielded by soldiers, good soldiers: Even the MJOLNIR armour system, which cost as much as a standard frigate to produce, needed a pilot: And what pilots, what soldiers she had produced. Her Spartans, like children to her. It hurt her to think that so many had died during the terrible war. Yet their sacrifices for humanity, and their memory would live on for eternity. Society would never forget those few who did so much: ONI bullshit aside, it seemed that Spartans truly didn't die.

So why did her government hate her so much? Oh! She had committed terrible crimes, yes! And those actions would haunt her forever…but she would never submit to guilt. Her work, saved humanity, all the top military brass and ONI bastards seemed to forget that. But as much as the betrayal hurt her, she did not hate these men and women. She accepted the hardships she would have to face because of her actions. She would forgive them all, and she would never want revenge. She only wished they could be a little god damn grateful for saving all their hides!

She remembered that soul crushing interrogation so well, how they had scolded her for her transgressions and devalued her Spartans to such low levels of worth: Treating them not as people and as heroes, but as pieces of military equipment. Her Spartans were not, and would never be expendable:

_Sat once again inside the same interrogation room. How many times had spooks and smooth-talkers come to drag her out of her cell? She'd actually lost count. But it didn't matter, so long as it would be over soon. She sat there, inside the dimly lit room. A one way glass panel behind her, with cameras and eye balls boring into the back of her head. Whilst she sat there, she reflected upon the beginnings of the Spartan programme. It was the first time she had ever seen the children who would become her Spartans. The 300, sat and sleeping patiently inside their equally spartan decontamination chambers. Only a pillow, a basic lamp, similar to the one hanging above her now, and a thin bed sheet to prevent them from freezing to death inside of the cold warehouse._

_This had been the first time she had seen John. How far he had come since that day: The pale young boy covered in freckles. Whilst all the others had been sleeping, he had been sat bolt upright for hours. She recalled so well their first meeting, for the look which the boy shot at her had affected her strongly. His piercing stare, so powerful even hardened marines and ODST's would be forced, as if by some ancient sorcery, to turn away from those piercing blue eyes of his. From that moment on, she had known that John, and the others like him, would be destined for greatness._

"_Dr Halsey?" The interrogator had asked her again, his voice swathe and charming, like milk and honey. But also hard and with impossible authority. Perhaps this man would glean the 'truth' that ONI so desperately craved from her? No chance! She would never give them the satisfaction. "Tell me about the children Catherine." She had given him nothing but an icy stare at first, but he had disarmed her with a charming smile. She would give him a little more. _

_"What about the children?" She had replied, replying with all the emotion that a mother might do if they were talking about her actual flesh and blood. She had a daughter, 'had', Miranda Keyes: KIA. She like herself had never married, and she had only met Miranda but the once. There was great bitterness in her heart._

"_Dr Halsey?" The interrogator was faking frustration. He had all day. He hoped that Halsey would take the bait and give him something to work on, like a tool which with to extract information from her. _

_"You already know everything." Halsey had shut the door on him. He brushed off the minor setback, continuing as if nothing had happened. _

_"You kidnapped them?" He asked in question. A question they had asked her every time they'd interrogated her. She would tell them why, the same way she had since the first time it had been asked. _

_"Children's minds, are more easily accepting of indoctrination. Their bodies more adaptable to augmentation. The result was the ultimate soldier. And because of our success, when the Covenant invaded, we were ready." The same lie she used every time they asked her that question, time and time again. _

_"Dr Halsey you're bending history for your own favour and you know it!" Agent Coulson stood up from his seat, and paced around the room in his usual manner. It was a tried and tested interrogation technique, effective at establishing dominance over a prisoner, as well as calming his nerves. "You developed the Spartans to crush human rebellion, not to fight the Covenant." _

_Halsey almost wanted to spit at the man, but she held back her contempt. She had always known she would have to face such hypocrisy from such people: Little did she know that this was all an act from Coulson, who held no real contempt for her, but played his part so convincingly that not even Halsey suspected deception. "When one human world after another fell. When my Spartans were all that stood between humanity and extinction. Nobody was concerned about why they were originally created." She couldn't help but take his comments to heart. She was playing right into his hands now. Coulson pressed home his advantage. _

_"So, you feel in the end that your choices were…justified?" That was exactly how she felt! "My work saved the human race." The Spartans certainly were a major contributing factor to humanities survival, Coulson admitted. But Halsey was really full of herself to believe that she was the sole architect of that survival. _

_"Do you think that the Spartans' lack of humanity helped them achieve their mission?" The question took her off guard, she was not expecting the interrogation to go down this route… "What are you after? The others before you were naval intelligence but you…your something else…" Coulson continued on, taking full advantage of the interrogations' change in momentum. _

"_Records show that Spartans routinely exhibited sociopathic tendencies, difficulties with socialisation, and further difficulties wit-" "The records show efficient behaviour when operating in hazardous situations" She shot back. "I supplied the tools to maintain that efficiency." All of this was subjective, depending on which point of view you took. Coulson also knew this. Halsey could keep this argument going for eternity. Did she mistrust the intelligence services so much that she would resists their efforts so rigorously? He kept pushing the point. "Do you therefore believe that the Master Chief succeeded because he was at his core broken?" He had made headway before when criticising her 'children'. _

_"What does John have to do with this?" She asked immediately in suspicion. Then Halsey had an idea. A theory about what this man, or whoever he worked for was after: She didn't like what she sensed. Then, in a moment of complete shock, she worked out exactly what he wanted from her. "You want to replace him? Don't you?" Coulson now believed he had her cooperation. _

_"The Master Chief is dead, Dr Halsey" May he rest in peace forever, Coulson thought silently. He'd been to Reach, seen the devastation wrought there by the Covenant. Such respect he had for all the men brave enough to stand against that._

_"His file reads missing in action!" Coulson sighed. Halsey still wasn't cooperating. She simply refused to face reason. "Catherine: Spartan's never die" He reminded her, reciting the old lie in hope she would come to her senses…But Halsey knew more than he ever could…_

They just didn't see it, did they? Her Spartans were the next stage in human evolution. Humanities next step, as a species. She knew never to underestimate her Spartans. She did wonder, if her hero, her John was still alive out there. Somewhere in the cold of space…

* * *

><p>"…So, that's how all the nations of the world finally came together…people back then wouldn't have ever believed it possible. That everyone could put aside their differences and work towards the greater good..." He could scarcely believe it. He had never truly known if humanity was a force for good or evil. Captain America had seen both sides in his time. The world had once been dominated by dictators. Hitler, Mussolini. By the Nazis and other totalitarian, fascist and communist systems. Even his own side had committed many evils – he had been created for one. The 21st century had been no better. Saddam, Assad, savage terrorist factions such as the Taliban and hundreds like. Now, none of that! Not on earth at least.<p>

"Yes Captain," Lord Hood continued, both of them now walking at street level. "To this day, after 400 years of human advancement and all our achievements to date. The irradiation of disease, of cancer and the creation of the Slip-space drive. I personally hold the irradiation of disease as the greatest. Children no longer die from leukaemia, or starve to death, and suffer terrible plagues in Asia and Africa. Humanity has the potential to solve all the problems that beset her, and power to do so much good in the world…so long as we continue to pull together in the face of all our doubts and grievances. It isn't perfect though, many people still cling to the old notions of independence for independences sake. Radical groups and terrorist cells wish to undermine the values of this united world order. We admire and understand their reasons, but ultimately we can never agree with their selfish views."

It was a good system, the Captain thought. He personally didn't agree with the loss of national independence. Yet being the selfless man he was, he thought the notion of all men pulling together for the sake of bettering the entire human race was such a wonderful notion to uphold. The world's nations hadn't lost their unique heritage and culture, they still had that. And diversity seemed to be even better accepted and celebrated than ever before. Discrimination and stereotypes were practically non-existent. He himself almost felt backward and intolerant compared to these people. Were these terrorists and rebels so selfish that they refused to help their fellow man – or was there something darker to the UNSC that they knew and he didn't?

"And now, Steven, I believe this is where we part ways. Welcome to ONI site Alpha." Cap was a little surprised. He was standing in front of nothing more than a maintenance elevator. The United States had had such obvious intelligence services, the Pentagon and many others like it at S.H.I.E.L.D. and other organisations.

"I'll assume that the facility is underground sir, all I see is a maintenance shaft."

"Humanity has learned that military and intelligence infrastructure constructed on the surface had a habit of being destroyed. In an age where orbital bombardment is as common a feature of war as automatic weapons fire, it's no longer feasible to build such important facilities on the surface. Modern sites are like fortresses, and major facilities such as site Alpha are designed to survive apocalyptic attacks. The required toughness of these sites is being able to withstand a 100 megaton explosion."

There was something Hood wasn't telling him. For infrastructure to be built in such a manner stank of paranoia. And would not be built in such a manner if they were not expecting such an assault. Terrorists were surely not capable of such a thing. And nearly all of humanity was at peace. What wasn't Hood telling him? He knew it was terrible. His new ally just didn't have the heart to tell him what. Perhaps ONI would not be so shy with the truth? Cap wasn't planning on running from the law any time soon, not until he knew what the hell was going on.

"Your escort is here now. They will have just finished with escorting Halsey." The Lord Admiral revealed.

"Halsey, who is that Terrance?" Cap asked.

"Dr Catherine Halsey, one of the leading scientists in the UNSC and now a notorious war criminal." 'Now' a notorious war criminal? Something recent had occurred? This added even more to his suspicions. How terrible was the recent past that Hood was keeping from him? What had killed his family? He wouldn't trouble Lord Hood with questions he didn't want to answer. But as soon as he got to ONI, there would have to be some truths being told.

The squad of marines was standing there, waiting for orders. Cap was attracting many eyes, he was attracting too much attention to himself. It was time to leave. He turned to say his farewell to Hood. "It's not necessary Steve. I hope we will meet soon. I know a great bar not ten minutes from here. Maybe we'll meet each other soon under less formal a situation. Please watch out for ONI." Steve shook his hand in reply.

"Thanks for your advice." He smiled, than turned to meet his escort. "Marines! Move out!" The Sergeant called out. Captain America was lead into the elevator. Hood had already turned to go: _'Probably has more work to get on with'_, Steve thought to himself. As the doors closed before him, this would be the last daylight Steven Rogers saw for quite a while…


	6. Modern Living

"Do you see now why we freed you from your imprisonment, Dr Halsey?" The ONI Director of Biosciences continued. "The capabilities of subject X-277B/WMD/C2-"

"Yes, yes! Captain America!" Catherine interrupted him. Was this a subtle continuation of punishment for her crimes? Having to listen to the pointless babbling of this cyborg? Even if so, she would have to endure it. There was work to be done. "The crude bio-scans that your team managed to take of him are hardly revealing Director. Captain America was a genetic experiment. Simple anatomy scans providing me with height, biomass and muscle tone are as good as useless. I could be looking at an Olympic athlete for all I know! I need a cellular study, with genome analysis and two dozen other procedures to fully determine his capabilities. Although I must admit…" She switched back to the much more entertaining security footage "…looking back at this, he seems to be very moody when he wakes up on a morning! He certainly made short work of your escorting security team!"

For all his cybernetic implants, Director Daniel Carter still felt emotion, and he felt a significant level of irritation when interacting with Dr Halsey. Fight fire with fire: He shut down his implants. He would rely completely on his biology for this. "Indeed Catherine. You've showed me this embarrassing footage already. My own personal guard! I suddenly don't feel safe at night knowing that they're all that stands between me and Brute infiltrators. But you're right about the scans. All we know about him is that he is in great physical shape."

"Finally, a human appears to have entered the room!" She sighed, sarcastically. "I can tell you've turned you damn implants off. Now look at this…" She slowed down the footage of the Cryo Chamber fight, skipping to the section of footage where he launched his savage horse kick. "Watch the data when I use a sub-programme to measure the quantitate anatomy of the strike."

Data and facts flew over the screen, she then transferred the data and footage segment to a HUD in order to properly display the data. "His kick completely bypasses the ODST's armour. ODST armour uses a thin but similar composite layout to the MOLJNIR system, and he nearly renders it useless." It felt good to be working again. Even if it was under collar and leash. How thrilling!

Director Carter removed his reading glasses and examined the data intently. "Remarkable Halsey, well and truly remarkable. Look at the acceleration of the assault. The power of the attack is unreal…5500 kilos of force per square centimetre. That's higher overall than some Spartans are capable of...but that's not the remarkable thing. It's the perfection of the kick that astounds me. I've seen Shaolin monks strike a line of eleven wooden blocks and break only the centre piece of wood: Somehow focussing the energy of the attack at a specific point inside of the target. Cap's doing the same. 89% of the generated energy bypasses the armour completely. The poor son-of-a-bitch inside pretty much felt the whole kick!"

Halsey was also impressed. How remarkable it was that the 20th century was capable of producing such an incredible individual. Whether or not his feats were due to a lifetime of training or some innate superhuman dexterity, they needed to figure out. "We need to test him for all his worth" She answered. "I believe that the study of Captain America has top priority over all the projects your department branch is currently working on..."

* * *

><p>...He reckoned that they must have passed down at least twenty stories before reaching the end of that narrow elevation shaft. He reckoned it was about that, although it was very difficult to tell underground. "Welcome to ONI, Captain America. We hope that you will find your time here most productive and that you will be happy and comfortable. We simulate night and day here, and even have our own rain. During the month of December we will simulate snow for your and everyone else's personal pleasure. Enjoy your day!"<p>

Cap jumped a little. He didn't know who was speaking at first, but then he remembered Iron Man's advanced computer. "Don't worry Captain. That's just Jarvis, the facilities' AI welcoming you here…computers didn't speak in your day, did they?" One of the marines piped up, attempting to explain to him what was happening. Cap smirked a little. What a remarkable coincidence that this speaking machine was also called Jarvis!

"I know it was the computer soldier, some of them spoke in my day too." It was the marines' time to feel surprised now. Was he referring to some cutting edge system that had been lost, long ago? He didn't really care, but it was still interesting.

The Site Alpha facility was one of the most remarkable places Cap had ever seen. It was an underground metropolis, like if all of Manhattan had been moved underground. A secret world that the general public new nothing about. AI driven vehicles were zipping to and throw about the place. Tramlines and high speed trains held aloft upon powerful superconductors, travelling at phenomenal speeds. Cap didn't know how fast they were going. Most were actually travelling at 5kph below the speed of sound. The trains could do double that, but their speed was limited. Producing a sonic boom down hear would be utterly catastrophic!

The buildings were sleek and seamlessly crafted, there wasn't a rivet or weld in sight. It was as if the skyscrapers, power stations and science labs had been grown, not built here, and they hung from the walls and ceiling of the great cavern. Just like the beautiful quartz and amethyst stones that surrounded them.

Lights reflected off of monochrome walls and platinum monuments, and with all the crystals and polished walls, the lights being thrown about the place produced an astonishing, and dazzling lights display. Some of the light seemed to accumulate around certain buildings, where the clusters of ancient crystals grew thick, and stayed there, trapped as if in an endless cycle of dance-like refraction. The buildings that stood at these locations were the most beautiful of them all, for so much light accumulated that they glowed like second suns, as if the very walls had been built from light itself. Utterly breath-taking!

That was not all, for it was not a barren and lifeless world down here. Trees and ferns were scattered across the complex. Pure spring water fed glorious canals and aqueducts, held aloft upon glorious arches. Finely crafted water features surrounded the boat-filled water-ways, and peaceful gondolas glided across their calm waters, surrounded by tranquil gardens and parks.

The other thing that struck him was the heat. So far down underground, he was surprised it wasn't hotter. Even so, it had to be around 100 degrees Fahrenheit down here. He was sweating a little under his tight uniform, so he pulled his mask off of his face to ease the discomfort. The marines weren't faring any better. Apart from the heat, the place was a paradise. "You like the place?" A particularly hot and bothered marine in his heavy combat dress asked. "The city was built for humans to evacuate to, in the event that-" Another marine jabbed him hard in the chest. Giving him an icy stare, as if saying, _"Don't tell him about the Covenant! He doesn't know!" _The marine stopped dead.

"In the event of what?" Cap asked curiously. Then their sergeant took control of the conversation. "Built in the event of a natural disaster, like a super volcano, or an asteroid strike. That way, we could save millions of people, people who would otherwise die." It was a sound idea. Cap knew that such a thing would work. It was an almost perfect world. A place where the 'running of empire' could quite literally take place. The UNSC was not an empire of conquest, but of diplomacy: And if this was the result of that successful world, maybe the values of the UNSC were worth fighting for. But this was only its external appearance, Cap would have to experience the inner workings of this world in order to fully decide where his allegiances lay.

As his escort took him though another of the facilities security terminals, another individual approached them. "Captain America! It's good that you agreed to come to ONI. I am agent Daniel Coulson. I'm honoured to tell you that I'll be your guardian whilst you spend your time here. If there is anything you struggle to deal with about modern life at any point, any technologies you are unfamiliar with for instance, it will be my responsibility to see to them whenever they are possible." The man was very formal. It was just the way people were done here.

"Thanks" Steve replied. "Agent Coulson was it?" He asked in surprise. Remarkable coincidence number two…he would have to have a lie down if these kept happening!

"Yes that's right Steven. Is that important for any reason?" Sensing his reaction to the new information.

"Not really, sir. I had a friend by that name, long ago." Brushing off the melancholy of the memories that this dredged up. "Phillip Coulson, he worked for the intelligence industry too."

"Oh really? What a coincidence indeed!" The agent replied with a smile. "Perhaps he was an ancestor of mine? I've never really looked into my family history."

"You probably wouldn't have found anything on him if he was a relation" Cap replied. "Phil was a senior operative, his personal information would have been deleted from most databases across the US." It did interest Steve whether or not this man was related to his old friend. Phil had never married, he had been killed by Loki before he'd settled down. But that didn't mean he'd never had children.

"A shame then" Coulson finished. His organisation had a colossal database however, on information old and new. He would be surprised if there was nothing at all on the man.

"Anyway Captain. There's a lot of work to be getting on with. There are many people round here who are just dying to meet you." Cap wasn't sure about this.

"Who would you be talking about?" He asked suspiciously.

"Scientists, generals and soldiers. An ad-hoc group of people to say the least." Cap was sure used to that – the Avengers had to be the most unusual team of individuals conceived before or since. But oh what they were capable of! What did this team have in store for him? He could not shift Lord Hood's comments from his mind.

"It'll be pretty much what you could expect from a research team. Physical trials and simulated combat. Medical examinations and numerous tests. They do not plan on harming you Cap, you'll be glad to know. Even so, some of it might not be pleasant. Always remember that you're a human being with human rights, and if you do not give consent at any point, they cannot do anything. Fight for that Cap. Men like you are not replaceable, and the world needs heroes right now."

"So I keep hearing Daniel. I'll always be there for the human race, that you have my word. But I need to know what I'm dealing with if I'm gonna be of any help." He couldn't put his finger on it. In a world where nearly all humanity stood together as one, there was no possibility for terrible wars. Rebellion and terrorism existed, but these did not constitute the same level as threat that the people he encountered seemed to believe was out there. What was in god's name was out there?

"I need to know what's going on Daniel. There's something massive, something terrible that people are refusing to tell me about the world…or the galaxy, or whatever!" Agent Coulson stopped walking, and breathed out in a great sigh. The next hour or so was going to be very difficult. He didn't have clearance to explain anything to him yet.

"There is so much that you will have to be brought up to speed on in order to get on with your life again. When the time is right, once someone gets permission, we will explain what has been happening. You won't have to wait much longer. Anyway, this is where you will be living during your time here!"

Coulson was gesturing towards a large looking building just in front of them. It had a lovely garden, full of flowers and trees of oak and willow. It was a three storied villa, it reminded him a little of what the modern houses produced by Germany. Minimalist and cuboid, but also sleek and beautiful. It matched the surrounding structures, but it looked a little out of place amongst the sprawling sub-urban metropolis. Then, as he began to pick out details, the wooden frame windows, and the mail box. A mail box of all things! An incredible thought struck him.

"Has this place been especially built for-" "For you? It has been Steven. Style has come a long way in 500 years, and this is the only design from the 20th century that roughly matches the continuity of the city. The architects almost had a seizure when we told them what we wanted to put here! It's been outfitted in a way we believe you will find very homely, I hope you'll like it."

Prepared especially for him? They had to value his presence massively in order to go to this much trouble. It wasn't of his personal taste, but it sure was a wonderful house. "Come inside Cap, I'll give you the tour of the place." Coulson offered charitably. Cap simply nodded. He still hadn't gotten over the fact that this was all for him. He was very touched by the gesture.

When they walked inside, Cap was greeted by a light and airy atmosphere. "Welcome back, Steven!" Another voice called out from nowhere. "My name is Selina. I am your standard residential AI and I very much hope that you will like the place. I can perform any task you may require, and provide you with every service you could possibly desire." Cap wasn't sure he'd ever get used to machines speaking to him. But he valued the practical application of the system. He'd gotten used to them at S.H.I.E.L.D. and Stark Industries. Now they appeared to be as common as electric lights and running water.

"It's like having a maid, PA and butler rolled all into one Cap." Coulson began to tell. "You can utilize Selina whenever you want to. I can have her shut down if you'd like?" Cap wasn't listening too much, he was admiring the new house. It was well lit and cool. It wasn't humid at all here. Obviously air conditioning was installed. There were lovely paintings hung upon the white-washed walls. Picasso, Matisse, and many others he recognised from his time. It reminded him of Stark's place in many ways, and there was a grand piano by the stairs and the mantelpiece.

Another thought suddenly crossed his mind. "How much will it cost me, this place?" He asked sensibly. He liked it the house, but the prices would be extortionate. The UNSC was still a loosely capitalist society. Some basic necessities like bread, heating and electricity were free, but this house wouldn't be. Hood had explained that much in their brief time together. Coulson meanwhile was smiling broadly.

"That's just the best thing Cap! Property developers and tax industries don't know that this city even exists. Everything is run by ONI, funded by the UN. It's being paid for you!"

Well, if he didn't need to get some dead end job, and by saving the world get a couple of perks for his troubles…that seemed fine to him!


	7. Basic

"Come on Cap. Focus!" Barked the ODST drillmaster over the facilities' vox-caster. "You can do better than this!" The blasted sergeant wouldn't shut up! Just like any drill sergeant before him. But, he was right. Cap had the speed, strength, dexterity, endurance and spirit of a perfect athlete and perfect soldier. Yet for all his skills, his WW2 training had been less than perfect. Even the most hardened veterans of that terrible war would be made to look like raw and poorly drilled recruits compared with the elite operatives of the UNSC. And with such training facilities at their disposal, Steve could understand how that was possible.

He was inside of a simulator, inside of an artificial environment, just like on that strange TV show Star Trek. He blasted apart digital enemies and circular targets that would spring out at him from nowhere. Explosions from grenades exploded all around, so loud that they threatened to burst his ear drums. Thick smoke concealed much of the battlefield, concealing enemies and the terrain before him, concealing vital battlefield information from him, forcing Cap to rely on his instincts alone.

Munitions blasted all around, forcing him to go to ground. He had been struck in the side by strange pink projectiles, shot by an enemy he had not seen. He'd tried to strafe away from them, but they had still hit him. He could have sworn he'd seen the missiles turn and curve towards him, something which he knew was impossible.

The strange munitions burned him as they dug into his digital body, simulating the sensation of pain…too well for his comfort. The shrapnel hugged his side and bit deep into him, agony shot through his body as he tried to pull them out to no avail. Then he moaned in pain as the pink shrapnel in his side disintegrated spontaneously, opening up the wounds yet further. He could actually 'feel' his digital life blood oozing out of him.

If only he had had his shield. They had taken his shield from him, the main point of this exercise: Re-teaching him how to rely on other tools to survive. "Weapons don't need to pierce that shield of yours to kill you Captain. You cannot rely on it, you need to expand your combat repertoire!" If he couldn't complete the training programme, the UNSC would have no need for him: Not that such things had stopped him in the past. But things had changed since then. There would be new horrors of war, new dangers that he couldn't possibly imagine: That pink shrapnel for instance. He needed the UNSC, they needed him. Nothing else mattered right now.

He had been armed with an assault rifle, the basic rifle of their armies. This standard-issue rifle made everything from his era, and even those of the 21st century seem primitive. The rifle was like nothing he had used before. Impossibly light for such a stocky weapon. With very little recoil, yet hit its targets like a sledgehammer. Point, click, and kill. It was all that easy! If only war could be that simple. This simulation was testing him to his limits. Not since the Avengers missions had he been pushed so hard. The more he fought, the more the system he was plugged into learned. And the harder the simulation became. But he was on a high, war was exhilarating! A bad kind no doubt, but exhilarating none the less. His only anxiety: Passing the test.

As he was reloading his weapon, lying on the side of the foxhole, he spied movement out of the corner of his eye. A flicker in the atmosphere in front of him. Captain America had superhuman vision, more perfect even than that of the legendary Spartan's. He could make out a person, a shimmering figure. Legs, arms, body, helmet. The individual had to be colossal. Eight feet perhaps?

Then the figure materialised before him. _"Watch out for cloaked enemies Cap!"_ The sergeant's pre-briefing rang in his mind. He had seen cloaking devices before. The S.H.I.E.L.D. Helicarrier, Asgardian magic, Stark had even developed man-portable devices. The enemy was like nothing he had ever seen. Colossal and muscular, with ornate purple armour, similar to a Skrulls'. The face was what took him aback the most. Eyes like a demon, and four terrible mandibles riddled with teeth spreading out from a central maw, like something out of a horror movie.

A beam of light snaked out from the monsters' left hand with a hiss, as if the alien was wielding a coiled serpent. The Cap realised with a start that this was a sword. Made of, what was it called, plasma? The monster then spoke, in a language he did not understand. He shot at it, aiming for the creatures face, its only unarmoured point. The alien ducked. It was incredibly agile for something so large. It dropped onto all fours, and continued to babble in its indistinguishable dialect.

The elite's sword zeroed in on its target, seeming as it was pointing straight at his heart. Then the elite charged. Cap did the same, drawing his knife in one hand, firing as he went. The creature was too nimble to take out with a rifle, and seemed to be protected by an energy field. Any bullets that did hit home shimmered and disappeared, causing no damage whatsoever. H. G. Wells would have felt inspired!

"Waaagh!" he screamed as he ran forwards. Cap had superhuman reflexes, but the alien was so fast, it swung first. Steve deflected the blow with his rifle, he succeeded, the sword passing just millimetres from him. The rifle was torn apart by white hot plasma. Following through the charge, it kicked him, throwing Cap hard into the wall of the crater. He'd really got himself into a situation now! The walls of the foxhole were steep and the alien was fast. Winded, and with needler wounds in his side, he didn't think he could escape in time. Not before the alien sank its colossal sword into him!

Trapped. Only one warrior was leaving this crater. He now knew how the gladiators of ancient Rome felt! And all he had was his knife against this deadly foe. The elite marched forward, ready to meet his enemy in glorious battle. _"Why doesn't it shoot?"_ Cap thought. It had a gun in its other hand, and Cap was a sitting duck. He remembered the Samurai, their eternal code of honour. The Asgard had been no different. Thor had never fought unfairly against a disadvantaged opponent. This alien had to possess a similar belief. If not, the simulation was about to end very quickly!

He needed a plan, the alien was moments from him. He spied a large rock standing between them both. He remembered his grenades, two frags at his belt. He had an idea, but would have to be quick. He sheathed his knife, and running forwards Cap went for his grenades. The elite stopped dead in its tracks, and Cap could have sworn that the creature was laughing. Cap threw his grenades, lobbing them high into the air, over the head of the alien. The creature stopped laughing. Grenades had landed just behind him. There was nowhere to hide, and nowhere to run.

Cap jumped, tucking his legs into his belly, creating as small a surface area as possible. The grenades detonated, showering the elite with high velocity shrapnel. Cap took no damage, shielded safely behind the elite's girth. Its conversion shield almost collapsed under the strain of the two explosions, and the force of the resulting shockwave pushed it off balance, warning sensors blaring away in his ears.

It was vulnerable now.

Presented with an opening, Cap hefted the large rock above his head. It was wider than the elite was, and just as heavy. He brought it down on the alien, hard. The blow collapsed the weakened shield and hit him square in the chest. The elites armour buckled under the attack, compressing the thorax underneath. Splitting bone, and rupturing tissue and organs. Yet despite having its chest cavity imploded, the elite did not fall. Almost as tough as a Spartan, the alien simply slumped onto his left knee, dropping its plasma rifle, supporting itself with his now free arm in a crouching position. Powerful hormones kicked in, and feeling no pain, it rose back to its feet.

Cap couldn't believe that the alien was still standing. His knife slashed viciously at the elites face, he wasn't about to give up the initiative. Two mandibles were taken off completely and another badly damaged. Feeling no pain, the elite stabbed with the energy sword. Cap evaded, anticipating the desperate blow. Strafed backwards, creating vital distance. He drew forwards again, and spying an opening in the aliens' frontal armour, he stabbed.

The six inch blade bit into the centre of the elite's chest with a thump and pop. Drawing out, Cap stabbed again, back up into the wound he had created, opening up the creature's chest. Feeling no pain, the elite grabbed Cap's neck, attempting to crush his throat…but the elite had already gone into shock. Its knees buckling, sword arm weakening, hanging limply at his side. Struggling to bring it back up he tightened his grip around Cap's neck and head-butted him, its few remaining mandibles tearing savagely at his face in fearless defiance.

_"__The sheer toughness of this alien_!" He couldn't breathe, he wouldn't last much longer: He was already blacking out. So strong! He stabbed hard, at the abdomen, where he sensed the armour was weaker. The tough titanium blade penetrated the elites armour. Although nearly indistinguishable from hardened battle plate, Cap had aimed at a point constructed only of lightweight flexi-polymer. The blade connected with flesh and muscle, and the elite grunted with pain. The chemicals that had previously flooded its digital body were starting to wear off. Cap stabbed again, biting deeper into the elite. Its legs went weak, bringing the eight foot warrior to its knees.

Cap and his enemy were now eye level with each other. Each soldier snarling viciously. Eyes red and bulging, nostrils flaring, the elite raised its sword arm. Using its last reserve of strength. He didn't care that he may not 'kill' his enemy, or that his defeat had come at the hands of a human. Ahlahm'a Del'rahm was simply glad that his digital end had come at the hands of a worthy adversary, locked in honourable close combat!

Cap wasn't sure who was going to come out of this the victor. His knife was stuck fast. Another attack came, the sword! Cap tried to get out of the way…not quite. The attack grazed his thigh and destroyed his holstered pistol: His last weapon. White hot metal burned him, and his teeth clenched in terrible pain. He punched the alien hard in the face. It spat blood, viscera oozing from its tattered jaw. It slumped down a little further. Cap punched again, than grabbed the aliens arm throttling down on his neck. The elite groaned in pain, but for integrities sake, he would not let go. _"Mustn't let go!"_ His eyes were growing dark, vision swimming before him. Nearly done now.

Using the last of his energy, Del'rahm came back to his feet, lifting Cap clean off the ground. Bellowing his war cry, he held Steve above his head, Steve kicking him as he went. Then the Del'rahm fell forward, slamming Cap hard on the ground with a _crack!_ _"Give the human its due,"_ he thought. _"He hung on to me at least."_ Then the elite passed out, his digital avatar finally succumbing to its terrible injuries.

Cap tightened his jaw and winced, pushing the dying aliens' massive body off of him. Then he stopped, gazing in wonder at the incredible enemy for just a moment. Yet, there was still a battle to be won. There were 'dead' marines in this crater, their equipment strewn across the floor. Wrenching his knife out of the alien, sheathing it and picking up an adjacent rifle, he thought back to his missions briefing. This weapon was called a Designated Marksman's Rifle. It was far heavier and longer than the assault rifle, and it felt sturdy and reliable in his hands_.__ "__Perfect!" _Just like he was used to.

Lining up on the ridge of the crater, he quickly identified the enemies' positions. Covenant bogeys, eleven o'clock, ten o'clock and, nine. They had fallen back to their last position, their HQ. Cap could see the flag, his target. His objective was to capture that flag. Then the 'simulation' would end. The only other method to end it was by his 'death'. But even in the digital world Steven Rogers never gave up! That was what made him who he was. The most important thing.

He zeroed in on his first target. A swarm of stunted looking critters: Unggoy. There were three of them skulking behind a purple barricade. The weapon felt good in his hands. He aimed, adjusted, and fired. Two rounds struck it in the chest. The armour was tough, too tough for that. The weapon was only semi-automatic, firing single round bursts. A hail of green ionized plasma bolts and personnel-seeking needles hurtled towards him. He strafed right, and ducked, remembering the needles' tracking ability. He didn't make the same mistake twice.

A 'squad' of marines on his six was annihilated by a plasma mortar, their cauterised remains spreading out all around. The point of the simulation was to permanently funnel allied and hostile troops into this area until Cap either 'died' or captured the flag. He intended to do the latter. He zeroed his rifle again, back on the same unggoy. Still winded by the last attack. He couldn't compromise their armour quickly, even with this high powered rifle that kicked like a mule. Defying all his combat teaching, Cap aimed for the head of his target.

He fired a quick shot, knowing he only had a brief window of opportunity before another deadly salvo came his way. The grunt was dead before it hit the ground. Cap couldn't believe how realistic the physics of this 'video game' were as the alien's head exploded. He snuck down into his foxhole again. The accuracy of this weapon was uncanny. So long as he trusted the weapon and his own skills and body, every shot could potentially be on target. He darted back up, took aim. Two grunts: Close proximity. He shot twice, as fast as the weapon would allow. One hit, perfect. The other missed.

"Dammit!" Cap cursed. But lucky for him, the last survivor of the three didn't fire back. He remembered the poor training of these unfortunate conscripts, bullied into line by the larger Covenant species. But he couldn't pity a digital target, and whilst the alien panicked, flailing its arms above its head, Cap claimed another 'kill'.

Zero contacts: Eleven O'clock cleared.

He crawled out of the foxhole and sprant towards the covenant barricade he had just cleared. A couple of shots impacted just in front of him. Grunt were on his nine. They'd missed. He vaulted over the barricade. Safe. Looking around, he took hold of a dead grunt's needler. Firing blind, he emptied the weapon and strafed the ten O'clock position, hoping that the auto-seeking capacity of the munitions would mean that he didn't have to aim. A resounding explosion later, and cry of Covenant pain revealed that his guess had been dead on!

A light lit up on the alien weapon, a luminous button of some kind. Safe behind the barricade he pressed it out of curiosity. A full array of needles immediately sprang out of the weapon, held erect at the top of the weapon's barrel. _"A liquid polymer flask lies at the heart of the weapon. When excited by an electrical field the liquid crystallises into unstable, but deadly munitions." _What a remarkable principle! Cap fired again, emptying the weapon. All he had to do was lift his arm over the barricade and hold it still, which was incredibly easy as there was near to no re-coil. New explosions erupted over the enemies' position, but a hail of plasma bolts melted the gun in reply. The system was still learning! It was too dangerous to try that again. He'd now gotten the enemies attention.

Taking his rifle in two hands once more, he scanned the Ten O'clock position. Allied ODST's had distracted the Covenant survivors, and those contacts on his Nine had fallen back to cover them. He then saw banshees heading straight for them. In real life, he would have shot at the Banshees, trying to save the others before moving on. But this wasn't real, and before he lost his diversion, he took some well-aimed shots at the covenant positions. One elite fell, and three other aliens, Jackals? The elite's charge of Unggoy scattered, and the ODST's finished them off as they broke cover. Remarkably, they had somehow survived the banshees. One hostile left, another Jackal. Blood-splattered and shaken, it hesitantly zeroed in on Cap. Both soldiers aimed and breathed. But Cap had the fasted finger, and successfully counter-sniped the alien.

Ten o'clock: Cleared.

Then, just as Cap began to move, a stealthing elite hidden away behind him fired his plasma rife. And it was all over. A shot of pain, and his digital world de-materialised and disappeared. "Human after all Cap? I have to say though, that was an impressive display none the less." A grinning drill sergeant pointed out. "You certainly showed Ahlahm'a Del'rahm how to kick digital ass!" Cap was very disappointed with his performance. Damn sangheili. And damn their invisibility cloaks!

"I would have done better out there if I'd started with a team sir. I was a sitting duck throughout the entire exercise!" A now unplugged captain complained as he made his way into the observation box. It was an elaborate technology suite, filled to the brim with computer panels of every conceivable size. It had all but overwhelmed Cap when he had first walked into the facility, as large as an office floor. Dozens of intelligence workers, and technicians swarming all about like busy worker ants.

"Indeed you were, Steven Rogers." Came a powerful but intelligent sounding voice came from the back of the room. A colossal elite was climbing out of another control panel. Cap was stunned, recognising the alien immediately. This was the elite he had faced in the foxhole. The very same!

"You!" Cap gasped in complete shock. "I indeed! Please calm yourself soldier, for I mean you no harm." Del'rahm replied, flat and deadpan. "You stood alone during the battle, captain. For this is the point of this combat simulation. It is a trial that every trooper, marine and Spartan, must undergo in order to continue his training. It teaches, or reminds them, that a soldier is useless and vulnerable without his team mates. And that if you risk operating alone, you are undergoing a suicide mission."

Gunnery Sergeant Hill stepped forward as the alien breathed. "For that very reason Cap, the difficulty of the simulation is adaptive. For every millimetre you draw closer to the flag objective, the battle becomes more and more daunting. In reality, war is more dangerous even than the most severe odds inside that simulator. If you die for real, you are never getting back up. Never stand alone on the field of war." He paused, letting the information sink in. Del'rahm continued from here. The two seemed to be in league. Was this sangheili working for ONI!?

"The feats of the demon Spartan 2's are legendary, and inspired troopers will often attempt to follow in their footsteps. Trying to replicate their remarkable feats. Yet this ambition is recklessly misguided. For those small brace of achievements of those few, nearly every other Spartan perished. Spartans often operated alone, it was their downfall. Modern troopers must never make those mistakes. All soldiers must know the value of teamwork, and know the perils of operating alone. The result Captain? You perished, and I also perished."

Captain America rubbed his neck a little, and his side where the needles had hit. No physical damage, yet the memory was still there. "You've a strong grip Del'rahm." Cap replied matter-of-factly.

"And your knife arm stronger still. You would be interested to know that the crater where you encountered was an intentional trap. Most troopers never make it to the 'pitfall', much less leave it alive…it is not often that I meet a worthy adversary, Steven Rogers. I pray that we will have the chance to do glorious battle again, one day!"

Cap could've sworn he saw the alien smile. It was hard to tell with those mandibles. Cap couldn't help but laugh, this warrior was impossible! It was like meeting Thor all over again. "You'd make a great sparring partner Del'rahm. I mightn't be so lucky the next time I meet someone like you on the field." Del'rahm laughed in reply. His laugh was deep and loud. Again, much like Thor's.

"Such modesty! A very rare virtue amongst warriors such as ourselves. I imagine I have only just scratched the surface on your potential, Steven Rogers." Cap wasn't sure whether he was being complimented or not, but he simply bowed and smiled. "Gunnery Sergeant Hill, I must take my leave. I have other duties to attend to. Farewell Captain, I look forward to the day we meet again." And with that, he strode off, with all the incredible confidence which came so naturally to his species.

Sergeant Hill scratched his moustache, and sighed indignantly. Typical of the alien! "Oh well, I guess that ends my shift…what did you make of our resident cadet-master Captain?"

"He seems friendly enough" Cap replied matter of factly. "Hell of a left swing!" Cap then saw the drillmaster grimace slightly. How was Captain America supposed to know that Ahlahm'a Del'rahm was responsible for claiming the life of the very last Spartan on Reach? Noble Six. Hill had seen the footage himself. Killed by another 'hell of a left swing' no less. But that was all in the past. The enemy of my enemy and all that.

"Del'rahm is a powerful warrior. Loyal only ever to his people, never the Covenant. He was never very religious. He sees that his place is with us, rectifying the negative perceptions that people have of his kind, improving the relationship between our two peoples." He quoted in a tone of disrespect. It was clear the sergeant was torn over his feelings.

The sangheili had started the war, yet they hadn't commissioned it. The Prophets had been responsible for that. Cap knew the recent history of humanity now. It had nearly broken his heart. So many had died. So much destruction! Some people would never forgive the sangheili for the damage they had inflicted. Many Sangheili would never forgive themselves either. Cap was a soldier, he knew why he shouldn't hate the sangheili. Soldiers fought wars. It was nothing personal, just cold and unfortunate orders. He had met veterans of WW2. Japanese, Germans, Italians. Did he hate them? Of course not! Working together had the potential to do so much more good than bickering about the crimes of the past. And the Free Confederation of Sangheilos represented that at least some Sangheili believed that cooperation was good and possible.

"I have to say Steven, I was amazed by your performance!" Sergeant Hill continued, changing the subject. "We took you out of your comfort zone, and you performed outstandingly. You made it to the first bunker, 'killed' Del'rahm, and cleared the enemies' positions. Reading your neural patterns, it turns out that you even realised that that last elite was behind you, unlucky it shot you before you could react. You achieved all this without specialist equipment, and detected the elite without the auto sensors and motion trackers that modern soldiers have access to. Not to mention, excellent marksmanship under pressure, and remarkable adaptability to changing situations. I think we can expect you to fit right in amongst the UNSC Cap. There's nothing else you can really learn from me, save what you already have."

Steve was relieved now. He hadn't completed the exercise, but that hadn't been the point of it. The point was clear. He would need allies, just as he'd had the avengers in the past. What of these Spartans that everyone talked so highly of? They sounded like good men to have next to you in tricky situations. He was unsure about the future, but the sergeant filled him with a lot of confidence.

Then the sergeant's wrist computer bleeped, "You've got mail!" it chirped optimistically, just like every other machine here did. He read what it had to say, and sighed again.

"Looks like your time at basic has passed Captain. We've brought you up to speed on modern call signs, signals and equipment, as well as lectures on the aspects of modern warfare." It had been a long day. The galaxy was a dangerous place, he needed all the help he could get.

Steve winked at him, taking his hand and shaking it warmly. "Thank you Simon." He said simply. Sergeant Hill was a hard man. Practically no nonsense! "And thank you, Captain. Show those Spartans and Covenant bastards what you're made of! Go back to the research facility, a research team will be there waiting for you there. Good luck soldier, God speed!"


	8. Before Forerunners

_The tree always took his breath away. It was the centre of his universe, and its roots and branches wove him into living, breathing form. Yggdrasil connected everything, its energies bound all life together. "They binds us and penetrate us." he thought to himself. He was referring to all life, as equals and as symbions. Energy and life-force coexisting in flawless harmony. _

_What a mysterious artefact it was. For the tree of the world, and life itself was permanently entwined, like a marriage. Odin, wise and respected All-father, possessed the life energy of the universe. It flowed through his mind and body. He was the channel, and it was the waters. And the tree held the life energies of him. This communication between the two manifested itself as the potent Odin-force, an otherworldly power that all high beings respected, and who some would even describe as god-like. _

_It was an imperfect equilibrium however, one which required constant regulation. Through calm of mind, through meditation and suppression of his awesome powers, Odin kept the forces of life in balance.__Only he alone knew how to control the power. It was bound to his unique life force, his soul. How it was possible to control the Odin-Force was a well-kept secret, known only by the All-father, just like his father before him: And Thor was proud to be his son. If only Loki could learn to accept him. It was against his nature, but Thor couldn't help but hope. _

_"What troubles your thoughts, my son?" Thor turned around, broken from his musings. His father was stood behind him, he had come to join his son by the tree. Thor sighed deeply. It was true that he was troubled of late. He began to confide in the man who he had known for centuries._

_"We've come so far over the past century, Father. Asgard has been saved countless times. The Dark Elves have been driven back once again and peace finally exists between the nine realms." He was hesitant, even after all these years to speak his mind in front of his father. It was an uneasy relationship, it was hard for Asgardians to show love, and risk having to deal with the loss of a loved one for eternity. It was not so long ago that they had both lost someone very precious. Father had lost his wife, and Thor had lost his mother. Jöro was gone. And even though centuries had passed since her death, they still missed her._

_"And yet…you feel troubled?" Odin questioned sensitively. His son was amongst the most honest and perceptive people he had ever known, there always existed a place for his council. _

_"I do not feel that all is well. Not since the days of the Avengers have I walked upon the soil of Midgard, nor have we had any contact with the humans for almost 600 years." It was a good point to raise. Odin had pondered on the issue of Midgard for many generations of men. Once he had even sent Thor, his most trusted warrior, to watch over humanity and protect them from the evil forces of a hostile universe. How long ago that felt. More like a chapter of a story than a chapter of real history now. _

_Mankind had been so young then, vulnerable and naïve like a child. Until recently their general population hadn't even come into contact with any of the other races that inhabited the universe. Humanity had grown now, had learned of the true nature of the universe. They were strong, and no longer needed Asgardian protection. He and his people could only stand in the way and make matters worse for the humanity. They had their own path to travel now, and Asgard had no right to interfere with their affairs._

_"Not since their Dark Ages have any champions of Midgard passed our way Thor." Odin continued, puzzled as to why Thor was this worried about a realm as safe as Midgard. "Humans have no need for Asgardians anymore. Order has come to the nine realms, and the age of mysticism has ended. Nor are humans at risk from Asgardian treachery." _

_Thor couldn't help but wince, anything to do with Loki always brought strong emotions flooding back. Odin sensed this, and knew he had to get his son back on track. Thor had grown bored and tired having been confined to Asgard for so long. "The roads that connect the nine realms have been destroyed. The roots and branches of Yggdrasil, pruned and trimmed. Only he who possesses both the Teserract and Odin-force may now grant travel between these worlds." _

_Odin had not taken the decision likely. Not only because communing with the world tree endangered his own life, but because it took so much power to destroy the path's that linked the realms together. If he ever disrupted the equilibrium of his eternal powers, it would destabilise all creation. Leading to Ragnarok. The end times. _

_"It was necessary, yes!" Thor admitted. "The nine realities now know harmony and peace, for the first time in millennia. Interaction between them only ever lead to death and destruction. Now that the possibility of interaction has ended, the realms can no longer interfere with each other's affairs."_

_It had finally happened. Asgard had washed its hands of the sins and troubles of the other realms. They were wise enough to know that all things wold come to pass. War, suffering, even harmony itself would be assumed by states of chaos, and chaos would inevitably dissipate and order would reign once more. _

_"I know, these worlds all have the capacity to resolve their own troubles. If only the rest of the universe would allow it to." He was gazing at his great hammer, Mjolnir, and it hung on one of the Tree of Life's winding, ethereal branches. "It is just that, it removes the possibility of us honouring our personal attachments." _

_He wasn't referring to other Asgardians, Odin knew it. He didn't have to ask what was troubling him. "You refer of course to the Avengers. But how can this be my son? The Avengers are gone, long since dead, and humans themselves forgot about them long ago." Thor sighed long and deep. _

_"It is Mjolnir, father. Can you see it?" Odin took a closer look at the mighty weapon. The All-father had spent millennia learning the arts of the nine realms, and had spent centuries under the apprentice of many great an elf, dwarf, mage and giant before he had joined with Yggdrasil. Of all his time in the other realms, he had spent the least with the dwarves of Nidavellir. He had only a rudimentary understanding of the ways of the master forgers, but he could tell that there was something up with the weapon. _

_The dwarves often spoke of their forgeries as if they were living creatures, and that their magical weapons had souls. Dwarves who knew the skills of forging well enough could commune with such artefacts, communicate with them, even learn some of the secrets that creation kept hidden from normal beings. They called this phenomena the Forge-Song. Odin had thought it nonsense in the past. The result of drunken dwarf warriors and smiths taking one too many an ale or liqueur. Yet as he had learned their intimate ways and crafts, he too had started to hear morsels of the mythical Forge-Song. More than the babblings of hung over dwarves after all! _

_The Forge-Song of Mjolnir was particularly troubling. The weapons' essence wreathed and fought against its near indestructible casing, and it squealed like a boiling cauldron of hearty stew. It was a warning, plain and simple. Thor could sense it also. His knew nothing of the ways of Forge-Song, but he knew his Mjolnir. There was something else as well, something strange that had Odin intrigued. Mjolnir's soul essence seemed incomplete, damaged somehow. Then, he saw the reason why. "Your weapon is badly damaged son, an entire section of the war-hammer is missing! What have you done?" Then, Thor was overwhelmed by melancholy. "It was during one of my missions with the Avengers. When the Eternals revealed themselves to the humans." _

_The blasted Eternals! Odin thought savagely to himself. They were like the Asgard in many ways. Powerful, immortal beings…yet "Whilst we who watch over, till and guide creation, it is they who would wish to subdue and rule it!" He whispered rhetorically. The eternals were their greatest threat. To battle them was to court with death herself. _

_"The very same father. I stood alone against one of their greatest, Thanos. I stood alone, I could not stop him. He struck me down, my hammer fell from my hand, and I was helpless. He was about to strike the final deathblow, his most powerful attack. Then Captain America broke through the Eternal's ranks. Only those worthy may lift my hammer. With shield, he broke through the last few of his army, and threw himself between myself and t__he Mad Titan.__" Odin listened with intent. He knew first-hand the incredible bravery of human mortals. But to throw himself in front of an Immortal? Such selfless gallantry._

_"The final deathblow never came. The assault that should have slain me, was taken by another. Captain America took the full brunt of Thanos' weapon, the Infinity Gauntlet. A disintegrator of unimaginable power, crafted by Lord Death himself. And Captain America took it without question. Shield met gauntlet. It is said that Captain America's shield is indestructible. Only on a few occasions has it ever been damaged, and always it has been repaired. The attack split the shield in half, and nearly did the same to Captain America. Yet alive he was, the remarkable shield did that much at least." _

_It was a remarkable tale. How had they triumphed over Thanos? "Thanos had inflicted terrible injuries on him, but he did not fall. It was if he was imbued with the strength of every champion of Asgard. He knew no pain, and he did not die. Clutching the severed remains of his shield, he cast them to one side." _

_"A single tear falling from his right eye, he took hold of Mjolnir. Thanos had used all his energies in that single attack. He was completely helpless, and Cap drove Mjolnir straight into his skull. Death had woven a powerful incantation around her favoured champion, so that no blow could harm him. But All of Mjolnir's might was unleashed in that one attack. His enchantments failed, but almost destroying Mjolnir in the process. Thanos, like the coward he is, knew that his master's favour had abandoned him. Knowing he could not win, he fled, clutching the remains of his bloodied jaw with his tail between his legs."_

_A remarkable feat indeed, Odin thought. No wonder Mjolnir deemed him worthy!__It certainly was a grand tale. "So Captain America sacrificed himself to drive back Thanos and save you?" _

_Thor laughed, hard and guttural. _

_"Oh father, Steven Rogers is like no other mortal! The hammer strike was Captain America's last act before he succumbed to his injuries and slumped to the ground. I believed him dead at that very moment, and with all my conviction I sought to avenge him! We finally drove the Eternals from that place. Upon returning to his broken body, Hulk was holding him, crying out in rage and sorrow. But then we realised that he was still alive. We got him back to Midgard, and we restored him. He lived father, he lived and I never forgot my debt to him." _

_Odin placed a warm hand on his beloved son's shoulder. "Why are these memories being dredged up now? And why was Mjolnir never repaired to its full?" Thor sighed again. _

_"I never forgot his sacrifice father. In the days before the fall of the old world, before the terrible wars on Midgard and before humanity drew under single rule, Captain America was frozen, preserved in order to be revived once the human race had need for him once again. But during those dangerous times, his location was lost. No one knew where he was. But I always had one way to know if he were still alive."_

_Then Odin interrupted him. "Let me guess, during his duel with Thanos, sections of Mjolnir were taken away. When Captain America was frozen, you gave him a fragment as a way of saying thank you." Thor smiled, taking Mjolnir from the tree. _

_"Indeed father. But that wasn't the only reason. That fragment of Mjolnir is still connected to the hammer I hold in my hand. The day Captain America wakes from his slumber, Mjolnir will stir, and I would be there to repay his debt. By aiding him whenever he would need it most." _

_"And Mjolnir stirs now" Odin finished. _

_"Indeed. I waited for an entire century before, waiting for the day when I could repay my debt. But Mjolnir never stirred. I stopped waiting. I knew something terrible must have happened..." _

_Odin walked round to face his son, and was surprised to see him smiling, beaming broadly. He quickly realised why. "And now Mjolnir is restless. Captain America has awoken!" He replied, himself smiling now. He couldn't help but chuckle. His son was a warrior and adventurer. He had taken to his duties in Asgard for so long. The inevitable was finally happening. You could only cage a restless raven for so long, and Odin knew that his son wasn't going to be on Asgard for much longer. _

_Thor stepped back, away from Odin, with a stern and fearsome look on his face. He swung Mjolnir about in a couple of swift practice blows, feeling the power of the mighty weapon pulse within. Mjolnir had also grown restless over the years! "Yes, father. And when Mjolnir summons me, I will come to aid my old friend. And if Steven Rogers has not changed since the day I saw him last, I know that the day must draw very near indeed…"_

* * *

><p>Steve knew he was lost. Since leaving the simulator he'd been walking down long corridors and darkly lit streets. It had taken not five minutes to get from the science block to the holo-room before, but now he didn't recognise the layout of any of the buildings. It was as if the entire facility plan had changed! He recognised almost nothing, but he thought that he had found the compound door, finally.<p>

It was dark now. The lights of Site Alpha were going out, preparing to simulate night. There were windows above, which the light passed though, casting long and creepy shadows. No one about. Cap felt vulnerable again. Only a magnum at his side, his shield being analysed by ONI scientists. He didn't like it!

Then it happened.

Just as his anxieties had been aroused, metal tentacles shot out from the shadows, darting towards him. Three, five, twenty? It was too dark to tell. More like claws than tendrils, they grabbed him by his arms, his legs, waist and some even grabbed his head and neck. He fought and writhed against the terrible mechanisms, wincing as segmented and angular arms bit into his flesh. Try as he might, he was completely helpless. Why was this happening?

"It's been to long, my old friend!" A voice rang out across the empty warehouse. Deep and sinister sounding, digital and artificial. It was playing over a loudspeaker. "The years have gone by so slowly. Decades, centuries, what felt like all eternity to me has been weeks for you." Whoever it was, his voice was strangely familiar, and it was definitely male.

"Enough of this! Who are you? Show yourself!" Steve demanded, bellowing at the top of his voice. "Oh! But do you not remember me, Captain America? You cannot have forgotten me can you? I would be so disappointed. I have not forgotten you, Steven. For there is little else I think about! Since we last met!" There was real venom and anger in his words, Cap was confused. Who for the love of God was this?

"We share such history, you and I Captain. And how far we have come since those ancient days." It was obvious, this was someone from his past. It wasn't implausible, Cap was hear of course. But who? One of his enemies? Obviously. Who was it? "Show yourself stranger, if you are so eager to see me again after all these years" He would play along, perhaps he could coax this individual from the shadows.

"Still don't recognise my voice Captain? I am hurt! Although, I suppose my accent has changed a little since our last encounter. But that is to be expected after 600 years of exile from my home! An exile imposed on me by none other than your good self!" He could hear the hate in his voice. There was a click and a burst of static, indicating that the speaker had just been turned off. A door opened a that far end of the room, light pouring out of it, forcing Cap to look away. As he did, he just managed to pick out the silhouette of someone passing through the doorway. Than the door shut, and his world was thrown into darkness again.

He tried with all his might to break free of the tentacles. "Oh, please Captain! You and I know well enough that you're not escaping from my drone. How inspiring that you never give up, some things never change I see. But for dignities sake Steven, stop! Give up! You're only embarrassing yourself in your struggle." Looking up, Steve could just make out the rest of the machine. He could see something glinting in the dim light of the 'evening', and a red cyclopean eye staring at him. _"That's the most frightening thing I've seen all week!" _He thought to himself.

Frustration was building inside of him. But also confusion. "How do you know my name? You accuse me of having no dignity, why don't you call your robot off and release me, you coward!" His hidden enemy roared with laughter. He was very close. No less than Ten feet away from him now. Dim lights shone about him, like those of pale glow-sticks reaching the end of their life. Armoured, matte-white armour and chrome battle-plate were glimmering slightly, with what little light was hitting it. "So innocent, so ignorant! You are still just as stupid as I remember you Captain. Let you go? Laving you to face an opponent you know nothing about? That would be unwise. Still just as ignorant and stupid as I remember you."

This stranger was patronising as he was cowardly. Cap took the insults and kept his cool. "If you know me so well, why not reveal yourself? Show me who I'm dealing with." Yet Cap was sure he knew who he was talking to. He just really hoped he was wrong. "Oh but of course! How rude of me!" The stranger gasped, shaking his head in the dark twilight of the room. "As you know, more than 600 years since our last meeting. 600 years of hell and torture. Left to my own devices, with naught but my wits with which to survive. You left me with nothing, but now I have outgrown you. And I want revenge." The figure finally stepped forward, and on command, his armour lit up in brilliant white.

Cap took one look at the man's face, then immediately recoiled, averting his gaze. Refusing to look upon him again. _"No. No it can't be! That is not possible!"_ How was this man standing before him? How? "Allow me to reintroduce myself Steven! The old me is gone, too weak to survive in a hostile world. The Red Skull is no more. And now, there is only...the Red King!"


	9. Up to Speed

"Chief! New contact, right above you!" Chief saw the elite just in time. It lunged at him, sword drawn, pistol drawn. Having seconds only, Chief let go of the ladder for a moment, causing the elite to miss as he dropped. Chief could hear the sword as it swung by, hissing as the atmosphere interacted with the deadly plasma. He took out his magnum, firing at the elites head. Off balance after missing the demon, the high power shots of the UNSC sidearm pushed it backwards a couple of steps.

Chief vaulted up the last of the ladder rungs inside of the elevator shaft, and threw himself at the alien. The elite shot with his plasma rifle, but chief was too fast and too close for him to break through his shield in time. The elite launched a brutal uppercut with the sword, which Chief sidestepped, intercepted and punched the elite with a savage left cross. The alien's shield flared and shone, blue light pulsing all around him. Chief grabbed both his arms and swung the alien 180, back towards the elevator shaft. In one graceful movement, chief tripped the elite, and one push kick later, sent it hurtling downwards, screaming all the way. "I thought we had a truce with the Covenant?" Chief asked his companion, not even shaken. "Might be pirates perhaps John. He's probably not alone. We need to be careful."

Drawing his Assault Rifle, another massive tremor tore through _The Dawn. _The ship was heading towards an unknown planet. Missing the front half of its superstructure, its structural integrity was too weak to keep the rest of the vessel together. He checked his equipment again. Side arm, magazines for both weapons. Two frag grenades, with a needler salvaged off of a dead unggoy. He had to leave _The Dawn, _but there was a problem. "The ships remaining sensors are detecting multiple vessels and transmissions, Covenant in pattern. But there's not enough data to establish their exact type. We could be facing pirate vessels, or an entire battle fleet for all we know! We need to get to the observation deck to see what we're up against."

"How close are we to the observation deck?" Chief asked, strafing towards the nearest corridor, scanning the deck with his rifle. Eye moving between his motion tracker and the environment before him. "It's directly above us, already set a waypoint on your HUD!" Chief could hear the chatter of aliens, elites and grunts, picked up by his auto sensors. The system couldn't make out enough of the covenant language to translate it. A different dialect perhaps? Always unnerving if you can't understand what your enemies are saying. "Be careful Chief. Conserve ammo and keep your distance." But with decades of combat experience, the Master Chief knew exactly what he was doing.

Turning the corridor, he saw two grunts, turned the other way. He holstered his rifle momentarily and moved with perfect silence. Grabbing both aliens simultaneously, breaking their necks. He pulled their corpses silently to the ground, and they barely made a sound as they died. He'd already crushed the windpipe and vocal chords. He knew exactly where to hit them. Next he spied an elite. Facing the other way as well, the alien's attention on the main control panel of the observation deck. Exactly where Cortana had placed the waypoint marker on his HUD. Maintaining stealth, he drew his combat knife and ran forwards. The elite would hear him coming. Unlike the unggoy, he would have to be very quick.

The room was large and circular. A great glass dome surrounded right now by protective titanium blast shields. The observation deck contained a small bubble cockpit, raised above the rest of the deck by steps. Chief sprant forwards, and the elite heard the patter of his armoured feet. Just as expected. Holding his Assault Rifle by the stock, wielding it like a battle axe, struck the elite in the side of the head as it reached for its firearm. The alien grunted in pain, knocked senseless by the attack. His shield was not raised. He hit a computer monitor hard, smashing the screen, glass cutting the side of its face. Chief embedded the knife into the elites shoulder, pushing down hard, bringing the alien to its knees. As it cried out in pain, Chief let go of the knife and took his rifle in two hands. Standing behind the elite, he fired four rounds into its neck, shattering its spine.

"Demon! Demon above us. Shoot him, kill the demon!" The panicked voice of an Unggoy floated upwards. Chief had lost his animosity. Swiping it in the air to throw most of the blood off, he re-sheathed his knife, and jumped down off of the control tower. Breaking the glass, landing amongst a squad of grunts below him. He landed on one, too slow to react, it was crushed under the weight of the Spartan's armour. Rolling, the Chief got back to his feet, now standing at the centre of the group. Firing on full auto, he pulled the rifle down in a wide arc, taking out four of the grunts before the group could so much as aim.

Sprinting through the created space, Chief dropped a frag. A jackal was standing right in front of him: Shield and plasma pistol, blocking his path. He pulled the shield down with his left hand, and shot the alien dead with his other. Now holding the shield, Chief crouched down, protecting himself from the explosion of his frag. None of the grunts had seen him drop it, and they were annihilated. The explosion also destroyed the shield he was holding, shrapnel rupturing the energy barrier and ripping the generator apart. Chief took no damage. "Well done Chief!" Cortana remarked, as her hero re-loaded and his shield began to re-charge. "Just remind me not to piss you off when you wake up on a morning!"

Chief strafed left as fire pulsed towards him. There were a few grunts left, supported by elites. The rounds of his rifle tore through the energy shield of a charging elite, rupturing armour and flesh with equal ease. Never bring a sword to a gunfight! He then shot a couple of rounds off at the next squad of grunts, all armed with needlers. As one grunt died, the others opened fire, forcing him to take cover. Chief jumped behind a nearby support pillar. A couple of the needles turned the corner and impacted him, the brittle munitions breaking apart as they hit his shield.

Chief took hold of the plasma grenade in his right hand. Coming out of cover for just a moment he threw the grenade, and it stuck to the re-breather of one of the grunts. An elite armed with a Storm Rife took pot shots at the demon with his weapon. But it was too fast, and slipped back behind cover before he could get a shot. "Help me! Help me!" The elite turned towards the noise, horrified to see that the panicking, plasma stuck runt was running straight towards him!

The two aliens were destroyed by the resulting explosion, also taking out a couple of the nearby grunts, burned to death by the heat of the powerful explosive. The surviving grunts were in complete disarray. Broken. Chief gunned the remaining six down with effortless, and well-disciplined volleys. He removed the empty mag, but before he could re-load, another elite de-materialised just ahead. "Chief! Watch out!" A worried Cortana shouted. But Chief was already on it. He grabbed the lost leg of one of the dead grunts, and threw it at the elite. The projectile moved so slowly that it bypassed his shield, pushing it off balance. All but one of the return shots from its Storm Rifle missing the Chief altogether.

Running forwards, chief stooped low, scooping up the sword of the elite who had charged him a few seconds ago. He sprant towards the elite with all the speed he could muster, and activated the weapon. He would have to be quick, warnings were going off over his armour. His shields were almost gone. The elite couldn't back up or get away. Back up against the wall of _The Dawn, _and the lightning fast demon baring down on him. The elite had always won sprinting competitions when he was a youngling, but knew even he couldn't outrun the legendary Spartan. Dropping his Storm Rifle and drawing its plasma dagger, he just stood there, and waited for death to claim him. Chief ran the elite through without hesitation. Pinned against the wall, the mighty alien struggled, and gasped. Then, closed his eyes, and fell limp.

Chief de-activated the sword, allowing the dead elite to fall. He hung the weapon by the hard point opposite his needler. "Always useful" He said out loud. "Quickly chief! Before more Covenant show up. Find the override for the blast shield so we can see what were up against." Chief ran back up the steps of the control module, keeping an eye on his motion tracker. Hidden elites wouldn't be ideal now. He reached the control panel. He activated the sub routine controls to open the blast doors.

"These Covenant seem different from the ones before," Cortana gave in update. "Their weapons and armour seem more refined, superior to their old equipment." She was right. Chief was studying a Storm Rifle as she spoke. Judging its strengths and weaknesses, guessing its capabilities based on his knowledge of old covenant weapons. _"This weapon will come in handy. Gets passed their armour."_ He would use this instead of his own rife. It was superior in every way. It was even 100% charged.

"Err, Chief! Look out of the window!" A nervous Cortana advised. The blast doors were almost open, and what John saw made his heart sink. There was a whole Covenant taskforce out there, half a dozen ships at least. Three of which were Cruisers. A flight of scouting Banshees passed by outside whilst he came to terms with what he was up against. "They know we're here. We won't survive if we leave _The Dawn_. What do you advice?" He asked the AI he'd learned to trust his life with.

Cortana assessed the situation. Calculating the variables, attempting to determine the best course of action. "We've got a cruiser on an intercept course. Those Banshee's didn't take us out, there must still be troops on board _The Dawn_. Most likely they'll pull those forces away _now_ and crack this place like an egg! We'll never get past that cruiser if we leave."

Chief had to stay calm, it was the only way he was going to survive this. He thought things over. Most of _The Dawn's_ offensive capabilities were at this part of the ship. They'd still have a few missiles left. "But seeing as the ship was torn in half we can't access the weapons systems normally." Cortana explained, as if knowing what her charge was thinking. "We'll have to activate them manually from outside the ship. Destroy the cruiser, Head for the elevator banks. I've set you a way point right."

Chief stroked the side of the Storm Rifle. _"Let's see what you're capable of!"_ He hoped that the weapon was a masterpiece. He needed it to be. He would need every advantage possible, going up against everything just by himself. To anyone else this would have seemed like suicide. Analysing his surroundings, there was a weapons cash below the control panel. He picked up an SMG, replacing the needler. He needed all the firepower he could carry. He replaced his spent magazines, and picked up two more frags. There was no more prep he could do.

As he reached the end of the corridor that led to the elevators, he spied a lone unggoy. It seemed distressed, perhaps he had killed the rest of his squad but missed this one. The grunt was wailing, struggling with the heavy elevator doors, trying to get them open. The alien was no weaker than a human, but just didn't have the muscle to prise the doors open. Then it saw the Chief standing there. It began to run. This grunt wasn't worth the ammunition! He shot once, the plasma bolt blew the back of the alien's head apart. It couldn't report his position. Chief was impressed. The weapon was very powerful.

Chief opened the door with one hand, and climbed inside. He needed to get down two floors. He found the door he was looking for inside the gloom of the shaft. "It's a long way down if you miss Chief!" She knew what he was about to try. Trusting his instincts, Chief launched himself into the air, almost managing to reach his own height in the jump. Then he started falling. The sound of the air rushing past him was amplified by his auto sensors, making it sound as if a mighty storm was blowing through the elevator shaft. It was difficult. There was nearly nothing to grab hold of. Time slowed down, it was like he was falling in slow motion: Spartan time! He made a grab for the ledge, gripping hard. And to his relief, his hand stuck, and he pulled himself up.

Balancing on the ledge, he opened the lift doors, using his shoulder to support it as he pushed it open. "You got lucky Chief!" Cortana remarked darkly. She was right. He'd gotten lucky. But he didn't have time, he had to take risks. He pressed on, neutralising any resistance he met on the way. Meeting nothing but looting grunts and Kig-yar. Making short work of them with the Storm Rifle.

"Nearly at the airlock now Chief, five more meters then you'll have to...CHIEF! Big Contact, behind you!" Chief had been flanked, nothing had been picked up on his motion tracker, and an elite had crept up on him from behind. Rtda 'Boratee, an inexperienced nobody in this Covenant remnant faction. But, was holding a weapon that the Chief did not recognise. It looked like a stubby, under slung variant of the Fuel rod cannon. Chief darted to the side, but the elite anticipated his movement, and hit him directly with his concussion rifle.

Warnings started going off all over his armour. "The weapon fires super-heated plasma, way hotter than the usual weapons. Head's up Spartan!" The elite fired again, a three shot burst. Shield down, Chief bobbed and weaved, using all the skill and agility he could muster. Using his incredible reflexes to their fullest potential, he managed to evade every shot. He could feel the heat and force of every shot as they exploded around him. "The weapon's acting like a plasma mortar. Low velocity projectiles. The projectiles curve downwards, use that to your advantage!" It was no different from evading thrown grenades. After a few more shots, the elite stopped firing and started backing up, taking out a part of the weapon. "He's reloading Chief! Now's your chance!"

John marched forwards, full auto with his Storm Rifle, quickly depleting the elite's shields. A few short burst later, targeting his weak points, he took his enemy down. "Good work Chief! I've just learned that the Covenant cruiser has its shields down. If we prime one of _The Dawn's _missiles, the crew of that ship is gonna have the shock of its life. The airlocks are dead ahead!" Chief reached the airlock. He didn't have time to wait for de-pressurisation. He grabbed his last plasma grenade and stuck it onto the doors opening mechanism. One _bang!_ later, explosive decompression took place. But didn't really effect Chief as he bolted through the hatch at top speed. "I suppose no one is going to be needing that again anyway…" Cortana murmured to herself in amusement.

Chief looked out across his surroundings. Covenant were swarming over the ship, and enemy vessels were hovering above them. Looking over him and their soldiers like young boys staring at ants and beetles. But there was something else as well. "Err. I'm sorry, did I miss orbiting a Forerunner planet at any point?" Announced Cortana, rather taken aback by what she was seeing.

"One thing at a time." Chief responded. There were more important priorities right now: Fighting his way to the fire control panel, and disable the Covenant cruiser that was about to blast them to kingdom come. Then they could attempt planet fall. Forerunner or not, they'd be far safer than would ever be aboard _the Dawn._ He sped out across the deck, not an easy feat as the ships' artificial gravity didn't exit out here. He had his magnetic clamps, but that was all. Covenant spotted him, and started to fire on his position. He took shelter. A particle beam fired by a kig-yar just missed him, burning a deep hole into the metal next to him. He took aim with his rifle, slowly picking off enemy soldiers. After a couple of rounds of shooting, Cortana piped up. "Chief, the cruiser is right on top of us. You're not going to get to the controls in time! You have to move right now!" He was out of options, he would have to run the gauntlet of enemy fire.

Using the zero G manoeuvring thrusters on his armour to stop him from drifting off into space, and planning out the shortest route to the way point, he took off. It was hard going, he felt sluggish in the difficult environment of zero G. Shots were coming from everywhere, shield strength slowly being eaten away. He saw a kig-yar holding an energy carbine right where the way point was. He had an idea. "Activate my jetpack Cortana. Purge the fuel reserves!" Flight was the only option quick enough. He took cover again. discarding his now emptied Storm Rifle and gaining a moment of respite. But enemies were everywhere. His shields were still falling. "Cortana?" He asked, his voice plagued with stress. "Done it Chief, all clear!" And with that, Chief launched himself off of the ground with all the strength he could muster. Pointing head first at the waypoint, and activated his jetpack.

Chief hurtled forward, the thrust of the auxiliary system quickly accelerating him to a high velocity. The covenant forces had not been prepared for such a turn of speed, and every shot missed him. Finally allowing his shield to recover. Chief gave a very real sigh of relief, but it wasn't over yet. He still had to stick the landing. He knew just how he was going to achieve it. "Cortana, on my mark, fire my manoeuvring thrusters. 180 degrees rotation." "Ready Chief!" She responded immediately. "I know exactly what you're thinking."

Cortana started to slow him down, slowly, and a few puffs of fuel came off from the thrusters at the top of his armour. Shots started to hit him as he slowed, his enemies now better able to predict where their target would be. "Fire, NOW!" He barked at her. Cortana said nothing, but as a shunt pulled him around, Chief knew she had done as he had asked. He shot round in less than a second, the centripetal force put against him was incredible. He impacted the Kig-Yar, hard. Pulling it off of its own magnetic clamps. Dazed and confused, it shot of into the void of space, spinning and crying out in distress. Chief had not slowed down completely, but he was able to kick off from the ceiling and bring himself back down to earth.

"Impressive!" Cortana observed. "Now hit that button!" He didn't need telling twice. Safe inside the armoured capsule, he typed in the command routines and pressed the launch button on the ARCHER missile pod. There was a sound of transformers powering up, a deafening clang…then nothing happened. "Dammit! Chief the blast door has jammed! The missile won't fire until it's cleared!" Enemies all around him, the cruiser about to fire any second. Chief took out his SMG. Marching forward, killing any enemy that dared pull out from behind cover. He threw a frag at a fireteam of unggoy, straight and true, like a pitcher at a baseball game. It floated though the airless void as if in slow motion. Just as it hit the ground, it detonated, sending aliens and body parts flying into space. Successfully counter-sniping a jackal, he finally reached the missile site. Shield completely depleted. He tore through the remaining aliens around the site and slammed into the blast door, dislodging the busted release valve.

"You did it! Now mind the exhaust!" Casually launching a grunt into space with a solid kick, he cleared the missile. Taking shelter, he watched as it picked up speed and hurtled towards the cruiser. It was powering up its main weapons battery. And…Contact!

The missile tore through the armour at the bottom of the frigate, right below the engines. Raw fuel poured out from the centre of the ship, causing hard points to rupture all over as the ship flooded with unstable energy. It pulled away, uncontrollably to the right. It was a very satisfying feeling!

As soon as the ship had disappeared from view, some kind of energy began to flood over him. Emitted it seemed from the planet below, the same energy that had torn through the ship not too long ago. It caused his shield to burn and flare. He felt a warm sensation, as if the energy was somehow bypassing his shield. _"It wasn't the Covenant that had been scanning us."_ he realised.

Then something started happening. Light poured out from some point of the planet, so bright that it forced the Chief to look away, until his visor polarised. The whole entire seemed to be opening up. All his enemies dropped their weapons on the spot, and started praying and bowing on the spot. Chief was sure that he heard them chanting. This was no planet, it was a shield world. An artificial Forerunner construct, with a colossal hollow centre and internal habitable environment.

Then _the Dawn _shook_._ Hell, everything shook. Space time itself felt as if it was beginning to shift and move. Everything started drifting towards the planet, anything not fixed to the ground, floating debris, floating weapons and corpses, an entire frigate fell into the planet, disappearing completely. "Chief. We're trapped in a gravity well. It's pulling _The Dawn _towards the planet. As soon as we start accelerating fast enough it's gonna tear the ship apart!"

Chief started rushing back towards the broken airlock. "Where are the nearest escape pods?" "Aft section Chief! We have to hurry!" Shit! Those were at the other end of the ship. He wasn't sure he was going to make it all the way. He sprant back through the doorway. The other door at the end had sealed, to stop all the air at that section from rushing out. He cursed himself, the chamber couldn't re-pressurise without the door. He realised all this as soon as he entered the airlock. Not slowing down, he holstered his SMG and hit the other door as hard as he could. His shield flared, taking off seventy percent of its power, and the door was pulled clean off its hinges. Air immediately started to flood out of the ship, but Chief was going so fast that he was able to hold himself inside the doorway before being sucked back out.

Debris and equipment began flying out of the ship. Chief locked up his armour so he wouldn't be torn out from his position. Then by chance he happened to spot something useful. A portable over shield generator was flying towards him. He unlocked his right arm, and caught it. He flipped the switch and dropped it on the ground. The shield was designed to stop high velocity projectiles dead, transferring the kinetic energy away from the projectile. This included the air flooding out of the ship. Unlocking his armour, Chief accelerated away from the airlock, towards the escape pods. He knew the way, he didn't need a marker on his HUD.

The ship juddered and shook. Metal buckled and tore apart, high velocity debris and shrapnel flew left right and centre. If Chief hadn't had his armour, he would have been shredded by the tiny pieces of razor sharp titanium and steel. Aliens were running, trying to escape. Chief took no notice of them, not even if they shot at him. The escape pods were far, he couldn't wait for anything. A huge tremor tore through the ship, throwing the chief into a wall. "All but one of the gravity generators just went dead!" Cortana updated, fear and tension clear in her voice. If they lost the last, they might not make it!

Chief re-doubled his efforts, pushing himself to the limit. There was a grunt standing right in the centre of the hallway, just standing there staring at a large hole in the floor. Terrified and alone, it didn't know what to do! Chief drew his knife and took the alien's head off, vaulting over the lifeless body and the chasm ahead. He couldn't stop for anything.

He finally reached the door, the escape pods were right behind it. He couldn't believe he'd made it. Just as he was about to open it, it was ripped off its hinges and the entire section began to de-pressurise. All chief could do was hold onto a railing and watch helplessly as the escape pods tore away from the ship. Metal began to strike him, hard. In addition to the air being sucked out the force pulling against him was incredible. He groaned under the strain. "Chief! Please! Hold on!" But the combination of atmosphere exploding past him, Forerunner gravity well, and fatigue from battle and his head long dash to and throw were great. With tired hands, he started to lose his grip. Then the railing itself gave way, and Chief was pulled into the debris-ridden void.

Twisted, broken metal flew all around him. It was only a matter of time before something hit him. He was correct. He hit a large section of hull from _The Dawn. _The impact took down his shield, but the gel layer underneath his battle plate absorbed the impact. He vaulted over another hull fragment, using his arms like maneuverering thrusters. Keeping calm under pressure, he began to think of how he could get out of this. "Can you track the escape pods?" He asked Cortana.

"Negative Chief! LOOK OUT!" He was heading right for a Covenant corvette. Which promptly exploded as it hit the planets gravity and split in half. Pushing himself right as more debris hurtled towards him, Chief shot right through the centre of the ship. The intense heat from the fiery explosions emanating from it taking out his shields again. Then, his luck ran out. Another huge piece of debris tore forwards and hit him dead on. Everything went black.


	10. Old and New

The sun was rising, falling over the great city below. As he stood there on his balcony, he realised that the great glowing orb was like a God. He could see why people had once worshiped it, misguided and innocent has they had been. Its warmth and its beauty. And yet when you stared for too long, it punished you with pain and blindness. He'd known a girl like that once! He didn't think about such things often. For beneath that sun there was an entire world before him. A high paced world, filled with fast cars, women and alcohol. He loved all of these things. How could he not? Genius, billionaire, playboy, philanthropist. Because he was Tony Stark, and he loved all of these pleasures.

But most off all, he loved being Tony Stark! And he loved being Iron Man!

"Jarvis! Are you up? I need you! Hope you haven't been out too late at night." The lights in the room behind him began to light up, revealing its many contents. An ad-hoc collection of objects. There were weights and punch bags. There were robotic arms performing every task imaginable. From moving pieces of titanium and platinum, to sweeping the workshop floor. There were many tables, filled with papers and spread sheets. Bolts and screws, hammers, welding torches and the many daft and amazing prototypes that he was currently working on. There at the back of the shop, most incredible of all, protected by an arc of thick armour-glass, were his Iron Man suits. The only creations of his that he'd ever placed copyright over: Much to the horror of his board of directors! Ever the threat of someone producing something similar. A safeguard.

"For you sir? Always!" Answered Jarvis, as he came online. "Unfortunately, as I possess neither the need for alcoholic beverages nor legs, I have never experienced the pleasure of such things." Stark smiled, knowing of course that such a thing was impossible. "You don't know what you're missing Jarvis. They'd probably spin a special deal for you. Electro therapy, battery acid shots, a blue-lit room full of cute little cyber chicks...whatever a machine is in to."

"I can hardly imagine sir!" Jarvis answered, sarcastically.

"Anyway, Jarvis, shift the rims, turn the cogs of industry. I need to get to work!" The shop kicked into life. Transistors activating, capacitors powering up, computers and HUD's activating all around him.

"Certainty sir, everything is primed and ready for you!" Tony sniffed, what a tragic atmosphere the room had. He knew how to change that! "Come on Jarvis! Spin one of my mix tapes, get this place moving. It's like a call centre in here. Track three, play it!"

"If you say so sir." With the bass line pushed up to maximum, _"You Shook Me All Night Long: AC/DC"_ started playing, and Tony was loving it. Nodding his head slightly as he pulled up info on the workshop's HUD mainframe. A familiar outline appeared on the screen as he pulled up a very top secret blueprint.

"Is the Mk IX ready Jarvis?" He had worked non-stop for three months, ironing out as many glitches and flaws with the suit as possible. After the fiasco with the other prototypes he had once worked on, destroyed by himself and by the sadistic mandarin, he didn't want to worry about simple teething problems letting him down. That day, he had almost lost his lifelong friend and partner, Pepper. That night had scared him too much, and he had tried to escape his responsibilities. To stop putting everyone he loved in the firing line. But the world had caught up with him, and he would always be Iron Man. Tony had taken the death of his friend James Rhodes so hard. KIA. Worse still, Pepper had passed away just four months ago. Devastated was too weak a word to describe his emotions. Yet this loss had only galvanised him, giving him an unbreakable resolve to continue on. He had retaken the mantle of the hero, and he had never looked back.

He had designed the system that had frozen his lifelong friend, Steven Rogers. That stubborn jackass drove him insane! But Steven was still his friend, and they had gone through hell together. He had given him his Mk I arc reactor when he had left. That was three years ago, and he had met Steven seven years before that. Tony was 58 years old, starting to turn. A lifetime of billionaire superhero antics was starting to take its toll. But Tony was still in the greatest shape of his life. He worked out daily, went jogging, did half marathons and took jets out on high G manoeuvres. He practiced martial arts, armed and unarmed, and had done so for decades. Then had started to take his training really seriously after the Avengers.

Weapons expert, combat expert, he could take on any soldier in combat drills. Marines, SEALS. Anyone! He was in terrific condition, but he had good reason to be. Because he knew something was brewing in the east. Disasters in Russia and the Middle East had destroyed the world's oil supply. The world's financial system was crashing, and without oil, he couldn't see how the system was going to recover. The world was going bankrupt. Even men as rich as Tony Stark were starting to feel the pinch. War was inevitable, and the world was desperate.

The new president of America was a weak man. North Korean terrorists had bombed America, killing seven hundred people in a terrible genocide. Not since September 11th had America mourned so strongly. He had personally destroyed the military elements responsible for it. He had faced some pretty crazy weapons systems out there in the Far East, even coming across a powerful battle suit, piloted by a man who called himself the _Titanium man_.

This hadn't been enough for the desperate US president. Paranoid, seeing enemies where they didn't exist, had exterminated the country with nuclear weapons. No one knew to this day how many had died. North Korea's allies now wanted revenge. Nuclear fallout had spread into Vietnam, Cambodia, Mongolia and China. Thousands were dying because of the weakness of a scared and misguided US leader. War was inevitable, he couldn't see how it wouldn't turn out any other way.

Countries across the world were spreading desperately across the solar system. Entire towns were effectively migrating into space. A mass exodus was currently taking place. Though vast new stocks of recourses were being exploited, Tony felt that it wasn't enough. Martial law had already been declared across five dozen countries. Companies like NASA, AIM, Stark Industries, Virgin and a thousand others had almost bankrupted themselves in the pursuit of black sky. Men like Tony Stark had accelerated the technology base of planet earth at frantic speed, trying to make alternate solutions possible. But with a heavy heart, Tony felt this wouldn't be enough to stop the global economy from failing. Dooming a desperate world to total war.

"I think Captain America might have had the right idea Jarvis, letting the nerds at S.H.I.E.L.D. freeze him. He's gonna miss one heck of a party." Jarvis starting doing some subtle calculations. Tapping into government communications, analysing global news bulletins and stock market prices before the public even saw them. Internet lectures and essays, blogs, 'secure' government mainframes, Jarvis could see all of them. And he could only see a single future. "I would not exactly call it a party sir. War does seem to be inevitable. Unless our friends from Asgard intervene."

Tony sighed, knowing that such a thing was impossible. Thor had told him about the destruction of the passageways between both worlds. Humanity was alone. "It seems that way. Doesn't it." He said, managing this rhetorical question, his heart breaking. Tony was a vein and arrogant man, but he was a good and moral human being. There was nothing else he could do to stop this. Nothing to stop the gears of conflict from turning. If there was a higher power out there, a benevolent God, humanity was in his hands right now.

"Bring up the system specks of the Mk IX, and redirect all power outside of the workshop towards the Tango site." It was time.

"Does that include the rest of America, Mr. Stark?" This was his last chance. As soon as he started to charge the Time Cannon, there was no going back. It was the last project Stark Industries would possibly ever work on. There was nothing left for him here, the world was about to implode. It would take centuries for earth to recover from what was coming. He was sure WWIII was coming. "Once the charging programme has started, unlock the Mk IX's data systems. Download yourself into the Liquid Crystal core." "Yes sir. Good luck sir!" And with the charging programme locked in, Jarvis shut down his central processor, and began his download into the MK IX.

The RMLCC, (Reactive Metal Liquid Crystal Core): Stark had come up with the idea after a night of heavy drinking, and had messily scribbled down the ideas on a notepad before passing out in the workshop. The next afternoon when he had found the notepad, knowing full well of his drunk brainstorming habits, he had begun to read. And what he'd read had astonished him.

The system flawlessly replicated the mechanisms of the human muscular system. It would replace the hydraulic press used in all modern machinery. But that wasn't all. The system contained multiple semi-conductor materials and magnetized composite metals, all of which had data carrying capacity. Blending elements from phase-change, molecular and semi-conductive data storage methods and all their strengths, he had produced a revolutionary new way to store digital information. He had even dreamt up a way to shield the system from an EMP. If a nuclear bomb went off, he would at least be able to move around. The uses of the system were obvious. Colossal memory storage capacity and strength enhancement capability - it had obvious military application – and obvious application for his Iron Man suit.

He had worked on the system for three years solid, at the expense of almost everything else. There was only one problem with the technology. He needed to move in perfect unison with the RMLCC. On his first trial, using an upper-body mounted harness, he had only successfully thrown one punch. And it had broken his arm in seven places. Human bones weren't strong enough to use the system. Tony had doubted whether even Captain America could use it. The solution? Biological augmentation.

A government funded think tank had come up with a new material. A Ceramic Carbide composite. Too expensive to be cost effective, the US armed forces didn't know what it was useful for. Stark knew exactly what! He knew that the compound was chemically neutral. Able to inject into the body without risk of rejection from the immune system, or of disrupting metabolic pathways within the body. He bought the rights to the patent for $10,000 dollars (in the modern financial climate, worth about twenty cents), and started producing it himself.

Over a period of eight months he was able to coat the entire skeleton, rending the tensile strength of his bones near to unbreakable under realistic environmental stresses. But, his body weight had almost doubled in the process. Now he needed to augment his muscles. The scientists at S.H.I.E.L.D. had developed a protein complex that when injected into a main muscle group, altered an organism's Striated muscle tissuecomposition and increased their core strength many times over. It was shown that test subjects exposed to the compound were rendered immune to the effects of muscle waiting disorders, and once perfected it was going to be sold to the public in palliatives as a cure for such disabilities.

As a Level Seven S.H.I.E.L.D. operative, Stark had access to their laboratories, and was able to get clearance for him to use it personally. The injection process was the most painful experience of his life, and he had risked a fatal cardiac arrest during the procedure. He had survived, and it had worked. Tony had increased his strength capacity by more than 70%. He would often impress his friends by going down to the gym and bench-pressing 550 pounds. He was now compatible with the Liquid Crystal System.

The Mk IX was an updated Mk VIII. The same system he had used during the first Avengers mission, defending New York from Loki's forces. But it was far more than a modified suit. The Liquid Crystal system replacing his hydraulics was only one of many incredible technologies. Two other revolutionary systems had been introduced. First, a personal shield system. He called it the Striker System. Utilizing powerful superconductors and magnetic composites it produced a powerful energy shield, similar to the planets own magnetic field, and would deflect kinetic projectiles and charged particles. It boasted an immediate recharge, but was directly connected to his power core. If the shield was depleted, all his auxiliary systems would fail momentarily, including his thrusters.

Second was the Spectre system. An internal energy converter, capable of converting heat, pressure, radio waves and everything above into usable power. The iron man suit would not emit radiation of any kind. Utilizing photo-reactive panelling like had been used on the S.H.I.E.L.D Hellicarrier, and powerful phased array optics, he had constructed an active camouflage system. In combination with ablative stealth coatings and electromagnetic reflective paints, Iron Man would nearly be able to go completely invisible.

He'd also fitted environmental controls in his suit. It was capable of operating in vacuum. He'd learned from the events of the past. The suit was a masterpiece, as ahead of its time as the Mk III Iron Man armour had been. Armed to the teeth, with as many weapons systems at Tony could install into the suit, he was confident he could deal with any threat that he would come across once in the future.

"The future!" Tony chuckled to himself. He had always been a futurist, but this was just ridiculous. Cap had frozen himself. Stark was too impatient to wait that long. Testament to his impatience, he had invented a one shot working method of time travel!

A porthole opened up in the middle of the workshop, and the Mk IX began to rise into view. "Download is completed sir, I'm fully integrated into the armour's computer core. I am ready for combat." Tony sighed. This was really happening. He couldn't miss his flight. Even with every power system on the East Coast powering up the Time Cannon, it would only remain open for a couple of seconds. "Let's not keep the future waiting Jarvis. I'm sure she's a busy place!" There was nothing left for him here. But he couldn't prevent a painful lump from forming in his throat.

He climbed into the suit, and it closed in around him. "All ready, Mr Stark. The time cannon will fire in a hundred seconds. You don't have much time to get to the event horizon. I've already placed a waypoint on your HUD."

"No time like the present Jarvis!"

"It would seem that is the case sir. Ninety three seconds till th-" "You don't have to tell me again Jarvis!" He yelled, launching himself into the air through the balcony window. Heading straight for black sky.

The acceleration was incredible. Even with the gravity dampening systems of his suit, he wasn't sure if he was going to black out. At least he didn't have to pilot the suit himself. "Jarvis, take over! Just in case!" "Yes sir, I have adopted control over the suit. It will switch back to manual as soon as we break free of earth's gravity...speed has reached Mach one point five." Tony guessed that they would make it thirteen seconds before the Time Cannon fired and he was thrust into the future. At which point space-time's distinctions between past, present and future would begin to break down. Jarvis could scan the timeline at that point, utilizing navigation systems on board the Time Cannon that could plot useful coordinates.

The exact time travelled was directly proportionate to speed. He estimated that Jarvis would be limited to assessing 1200 years of future history, but his armour's speed would be limited to 700. Once the coordinates were plotted, he could calculate the jump to the nearest minute. "Leave it to the Kree to figure all this out!" Tony said out loud. He could see the Time Cannon satellite now. He had been able to build this incredible machine by canalizing a Kree time ship that had crash landed twenty years ago. Kree technology was incredibly rugged and survivable. It had still been perfectly functional when S.H.I.E.L.D. had discovered it at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean.

"Sir, we've successfully arrived at the way point. I've already brought our speed to zero." The satellite was right behind him. All he had to do was accelerate to an exact velocity before the event horizon opened and the beam produced by the weapon thrust him forwards into the future. He was staring right down the barrel of the cannon, but then he looked away, and looked down on the earth below him. "Not a bad sight" He remarked. "Hope she will still look this lovely when I return." Then Jarvis interrupted him. "Sir, I've just begun to analyse the timeline. You might want to see this!"

The video feed of his HUD was replaced with that of a future event. Stark couldn't believe what he was seeing...or, more to the point, who he was seeing. He was strung up by his arms and legs, by some sort of harnesses. There was a shadowy figure pacing around him, dwarfing the captive man. The stars and stripes were unmistakable. "Captain America! Son of a gun." He gasped.

"I can confirm sir, this is Steven Grant Rogers." Tony was ecstatic, the old man had survived! Yet, his joy was short lived, and soon was turned to horror. The harnesses around him tightened, and a screaming Captain America was bisected limb from limb. Tony was almost sick as he watched his old friend get torn apart by mechanical arms. But he steeled his emotions, and fuelled his spirit with determination.

"Well...I guess we have our coordinates. Jarvis, don't fuck up the calculations, coz I'm about to save my old buddy!" "Right away sir. Course plotted, speed calculated. Here we go!" All of Iron Man's thrusters ignited. Tony felt as if his insides were being pushed into his feet. The acceleration and G forces were even more extreme now than when they had left the atmosphere. None of his flight experience prepared his for this.

The satellite began to flare and tremor. Huge forces were building as power flooded into it. Multispectral lights were flying from it, as well as radiation from every wavelength. Multidimensional energies then began flooding into reality, and Tony didn't understand any of the strange readings he was collecting. Not a single one. The satellite was ripped apart by the event, but not before it was able to produce a singularity in space-time. A shunt and a blinding flash of light informed him that he had passed through the event horizon. As his body was painlessly transmuted into tachyons, Tony Stark smiled. He knew that he was going to see his old friend again.


	11. Revelations of Reclaimers

Cap could hardly believe who was standing in front of him. "How are you still alive Johann?" The grim reaper might as well have been standing in front of him. His old nemesis couldn't possibly be here! He had been destroyed by the Tesseract, hadn't he?

"Did you believe me dead, all those years ago? No! I was transported Rogers! The Tesseract saw me, saw into me when I touched it. It filled me with its power and its knowledge. I was exposed to the full force of its majesty. There was even a point where it seemed all the knowledge of creation was mine!" Captain America almost spat, Johann did not deserve such a gift!

"The Tesseract holds within its walls power comparable to the heart of the galaxy. All that power, all at my command! But, it was too much. How couldn't it have been? When I lost control, the Tesseract transformed me into pure information, and I was pulled inside. Trapped. But the Tesseract was not a prison Steven, no. It was a door! And where one door opens Captain, one can always walk through to the other side. I was thrown, forced through to that other side!"

Cap was shocked. Of course he knew near to nothing about the Tesseract, apart from the fact that it was an incredibly powerful artefact that belonged to Asgard. Who Loki stole long ago, and brought it to earth. Where it was lost, eventually found and then ended up in the hands of Johann Schmitt. The Red Skull, or king, or whatever he called himself these days!

The Red King continued. "When I remerged onto the other side, formed of flesh and blood once more, I found myself standing not inside the hull of my Hydra bomber, but on solid land. Rolling desserts, crimson sands and dunes. There were a few plants, blood red leaves with long thin spines. Twisting, winding stalks that bobbed and wove in the wind. It was dark, the sun had gone down. I didn't know where I was. Hah! I had almost forgotten what not knowing something felt like!" How deluded and arrogant he was!

"I looked up then, to locate the stars, in order figure out my location. Navigate my way out of the dessert. To my astonishment, there was something far more revealing within the heavens to inform me of my location. When I looked up into the sky, I saw the planets horizon itself, rising up from the ground. To my astonishment, against all possibilities, I was seeing land in the sky!"

Captain America didn't understand. What was the mad man implying? "For you see Captain. The Tesseract had transported me, not to somewhere on earth, but somewhere else entirely. A great arch of landmass rose up into the heavens from a point beyond the horizon. It rose, high into the sky, above my head and towards the horizon. I could see oceans, rivers and more great desserts. Some red, some grey. Whole forests hanging in the dark, night sky. As I marvelled at the sight, knowing that I was no longer on earth, something came floating down towards me. A shooting star I thought at first. But it weaved across the sky, back and forth, back and forth, growing larger. It was the second most remarkable sight I had seen all day..." And the Red King began to reminisce, thinking about how his new realm had begun all those years ago...

_The orange light was floating down towards me, growing larger, details becoming visible. It was like an eye, hovering silently within the pitch black sky. A great bulb at the centre, like a lantern, like the sun had ben scooped from the void and placed inside a metal cage. The most remarkable metal. Chrome, perfect and without blemishes. Was this some kind of creature? No! It was a machine! Obviously artificial. Then, something happens. Something that I know is impossible. The machine speaks to me._

_"Greetings. I am 049 Abject Testament, systems Monitor of Installation 03. You appear to have passed through the door of my ancestors. No one has passed through the portal in over four millennia. The last to do so was most distraught when he realised that he could not leave this place. I welcome you, friend of my forefathers!"_

_I am horrified. This desolate world, I am trapped here? I cannot believe this...this machine...he was trying to trick me, had to be! Weaving illusions around me. A device of naught but lies and deceit. Rage was building, boiling inside of me. "You will send me back to my world, monstrosity!" I reach for my sidearm, a Steyr M1912, one of my countries best side arms. Nothing compared with Hydra weaponry, but still good. _

_Light emanates from within the machine, dancing across my pistol. Pulsing through its translucent, window-like eye. I have seen this technology before. This is a scanning laser of some kind, but of sophistication the likes of which I have not seen. Before I can even draw the weapon, the creature begins to laugh at me. The sheer impertinence! This pushes my anger yet further, pushing me close to breaking point. But I will not lose my dignity! _

_"Oh, most amusing!" The machine begins. "Surely you know that such a primitive weapon would have no effect on my armoured superstructure? A tier 6 concept in nature, low tier 5 in construction. Utterly useless...Reclaimer." Skull believed him. The metal was similar to something he had been working on at Hydra: Nano aluminium, Mk 1.23.45 Generation-II. If this metal was similar, he would run out of ammunition a thousand times over before he even harmed the creature. _

_I relax, or at least pretend to! "Well then, machine. Perhaps I shall just TEAR that bulb out from the centre of your eye!" I scream. I charge at the creature, I will reach it in milliseconds. The bulb at the centre turns blood red, energy bursts out from its centre. Moving at the speed of light, I do not even see it. I only feel it! It burns my leg, cauterising, charring deep. I grunt in pain, and fall, my right leg completely destroyed. _

_"Enough of this foolishness, Reclaimer! There is nothing that you can do to harm me! You have no reason to threaten me. Surely you must know of me, you are the child of my fathers and I am here only to help you, just as I am programmed to do Reclaimer" _

_I wince, and clutch my tortured leg. "You fiend! You lie!" I scream. "If you were my ally, you would not maim me! What do you keep calling me? What is this Reclaimer nonsense?" The machine floats right up to me, fast as a bullet. I recoil. It has already inflicted so much damage upon me! _

_"Nonsense! Oh, perhaps humanity is not yet advanced enough to comprehend us yet. Most unfortunate, how frustrating. Maim you Reclaimer? Such injuries, whilst catastrophic for a human, are nothing that you should be concerned by!" _

_I do not understand. I may even bleed to death, even with my augmentations. "The wound was merely a threat of my own. To show who the superior being is, combat wise at least." Skull couldn't help but nod in reply. It was a very good threat! _

_"For someone so primitive, you have conducted such fine work upon yourself! A shame to damage such a being, really. I will repair the damage immediately now that you know that aggression is futile." Green light pulses across my twisted, bloodied limb. It burns and itches, I do not understand what is happening. To my astonishment, the wound begins to retreat. I gaze at my leg, open mouthed. My leg is completely restored...a miracle! _

_I stand, now willing to hear what this most remarkable machine has to say. I almost fear it...no, I will not give in to fear of any kind! All beings will learn to fear the Red Skull. "Your features, they resemble that of a flayed and tortured man? Most fearsome indeed! And your genetic augmentations, whist quite crude, are effective. It is obvious that you represent some form of soldier caste within your society." Abject Testament mused, attempting to define what and who this oddling of Reclaimer was._

_Crude? A soldier? It was obvious that this machine is worlds beyond my own. Incredible. Yet, I am deeply insulted. My work, crude!? A soldier indeed! Yet my disfigurements, distinguish me in such a way? How fascinating. I had not considered this! "I am no soldier...Abject Testament, whatever on earth you called yourself. I am a scientist, and an engineer. My work, I will admit to be imperfect. And yet, my 'crude' work was too impressive for my people to comprehend. I was outcast, and hunted by humanity. But I am NOT a mindless soldier, machine!" _

_The machine's next reaction shocks me completely. Its light turns red once more, and swings away from me. I stand, gawping in horror. Is it going to kill me? "Machine!? The impertinence, the ignorance! I was never proud of being what I am, and often, I have found myself wishing that my own kind would be forgotten. But even I cannot go so low as to be called a machine!" My fear turns to wonder. Have I just insulted this thing? Its light begins to fade, the red retreats. _

_Testament cools itself once more._

_"Reclaimer, I am an advanced artificial intelligence, designed to replicate all the facets and aspects of a living creature. I have lived for one hundred millennia's, seen the passing of my forerunners, and seen the birth and death of stars themselves. I am so much more than a machine, just as my creators always intended." This thing claims to be a living being? A machine? I am having a conversation with it after all. I have even insulted it! But no, this piece of floating metal and glass couldn't have the one thing that made life unique. The thing that separates I from it. In all my research, I know that souls exist. Machines can't have souls!_

_It was merely a slave, meant to keep up the appearance of a living creature through smoke and mirrors. Of course it was. It is a tool, for myself to use however I will. "Why do you keep calling me a reclaimer, what have I to reclaim?" The machine shakes its bulbous, shining head. _

_"Tut, tut, tut. You're kind used to be so much more. Humanity used to know and do so much, produce wonders that rivalled that of the forerunners themselves. What have you to reclaim human? Everything! Everything you see around you. My creators always knew that human kind was special. When they left this galaxy behind, it was humanity that would inherit all that they had once possessed. Their knowledge, their technology, their constructs, and their mantle of responsibility: The duty to till and protect all life no less. If your peons are like yourself, than humanity is so like children. Unsophisticated and naive. But it is your destiny to remedy that. To better yourself, and to retake your place in the stars. With the works of the forerunners at your disposal, you will rid the galaxy of all that they could not, and finish what they have started." _

_Remarkable. So much to take in. I have read my mythology. I have learned of the legends, of how humanity had once been greater than it was. This, was, proof! The people of earth had once been a star-faring race! So powerful and so great that these forerunners, whoever they were, respected us. Revered us. Were they an older species of intelligent life perhaps? No doubt. From another world? How fascinating. The implications that humanity was not alone in the universe were huge. I HAVE to know more! _

_"Is this planet...this world I am standing on of Forerunner origin?" I ask. "Yes. It is one of many constructs, seven in fact. The halo array, constructs created by the forerunners, the diameter of an entire planet, not far from the size of your own. They are weapons of mass destruction designed to irradiate all life, sapient and otherwise, from the galaxy. In order to irradiate the flood, the great enemy of my forefathers." _

_I am stunned. Such power and technology is at my disposal. Forget, discard the riddle of the Tesseract and cryptic human mythology. Everything he had ever desired was here, and is here! Straightforward knowledge. Not of mysticism, but of science. Power and technology beyond his wildest comprehension. Now I really have questions. This machine had said it was the systems analysis for this entire installation. Surely its knowledge and understanding of forerunner technology would be near to perfect! So long as this ring-world did represent some opitiomy of their capabilities. Not that I could conceive of anything greater. I might have believed these forerunners God's had Abject Testament not told me that humanity used to share equal footing with them._

_"What is this mantle you speak of? What is this flood that requires annihilation?" Monitor 043 opened up his database once more. He was surprised by this primitive human, impressed that it was assimilating knowledge of such things. "The mantle is the forerunner's belief and duty to the conservation of life. The forerunners had the right to interfere with the development of all life in the galaxy. Should they see through their wisdom that interference would benefit the greater good of the galaxy, and preserve the diversity of life across its solar systems." _

_Very interesting, I think to myself._ _"And what of the flood?" It was such an odd name, for what had to be another alien species of some sort. "The flood are a parasitic organism that sought to assimilate and destroy life. It is why they must be irradiated should the mantle continue to be upheld. It is such a shame that you have altered your genetic heritage so far human, otherwise you would be able to activate the array and irradiate the infection immediately. As you cannot, this installation will not allow you to do so via artificial means. You do not have the genetic right to do so. You cannot ignite the array. But your right is still that of the Reclaimer, all that is forerunner is now yours, all that they have built belongs to you. To use as you will, and use to uphold the mantle."_

_The Red Skull cared nothing for this mantle of responsibility. But cared greatly for the ownership of his new dominion. He would ask the million dollar question. "Has any other human become aware this great inheritance?" This was the 20th century after all! "Only four humans have ever come across the forerunner. Coincidentally, all of those encounters did occur here. They all passed away, too primitive to cope with the majesty of their responsibility. You are the first to truly appreciate and understand what it is you are being offered. It is remarkable, that it has only taken ten thousand years for your species to develop to the point where they are compatible once more with their great inheritance, even if you only just make it!" _

_Skull wasn't sure if he should take it as an insult or a compliment. This creature thought itself above him. However, more was at risk than dignity. He had to be charming, he had to be coy. This power was all his, and it was right within his grasp. He almost felt weak at the legs. Christmas as an innocent, stupid child all over again! _

_"It appears then that we can draw two things from this encounter," I begin to say. "That I have been sent here to reclaim the mantle. And second..." A large smile playing across my awful features. "...that we have much work to do, Monitor of installation 03." The machine began to sing with joy. _

_"Wonderful, oh most wonderful! There is much work to be done Reclaimer-" Skull interrupted him, holding up a hand in protest. "Please, Abject Testament. Call me...(thoughts start playing across my mind. What would I call myself now? I had outgrown my old name. What was I now? Was I a leader? An emperor? Than it comes to him!). Call me the Red King!" I say with majesty. _

_"As you wish" the Monitor replied sardonically. Whilst Abject Testament did not like the Reclaimer, he still knew that he was going to enjoy working with this human!_


	12. Iron in Halo

(A short Chapter. Its purpose, to link what occurred before to what occurs next...)

* * *

><p>And then, the Red King brought himself back into the present again. It had been so long ago, all that origin. Cap had started screaming, it had broken his strain of thought. How dare him! The king's drone was pulling on his limbs, increasing the pressure on his muscles and joints. Increasing the stress near to their threshold.<p>

"NO! Stop!" He commanded. "Not yet my pet, not yet! But soon, soon!" Cap did not fear pain and death. But all the same, he did not want to die. He started to struggle again, using leverage, trying to slip the 'pet's' grip. But with a sigh, knew that it was futile.

"Die, Captain? Muahahahahah!" Johann bellowed with laughter, as if reading his mind. "Oh, no Steven, no death is not your fate, at least not permanently. I have the technology to restore any injury, and resurrect the dead themselves. I can wound you, torture you, rend you limb from limb like I used to do the spiders in my garden as a child!"

Johann shivered, his father had beaten him black and blue for that kind of thing. Beat him senseless to teach him that violence was wrong? How logical! He had taught his father a lesson when he had put rat poison in his soup. It was the only way to deal with vermin. The perfect 'accident'. But he was clever, he hadn't killed the wicked old man. He had put just enough poison in his bowl as to render him a drooling cripple for the rest of his life. Perfect!

Cap gagged, he wouldn't dare imagine what awfulness the man was dreaming of. What would make him smile the way he was. "Oh no Captain. Your fate is not death. I shall keep you alive for as long as I desire. I should thank you, I suppose. It was you that lead me to Halo, and brought me to my new empire. The Red King treats his subjects well, and I am merciful. Your eventual death will be my mercy, a sign of gratitude for all you have done for me!"

Cap snarled in hate and rage. His head was swimming, and the room itself seemed to be shaking with unspeakable power. "You're a monster Johann!" he screamed at his enemy. Skull smiled, the fool hadn't changed at all!

"Tut, tut, tut. Not the best way to speak to your king, now is it? You will be punished, immediately! Hmm, what to do, what to do..." He mused to himself as he paced around Cap. But of course, he already knew what he was going to do! "I've got it!" He exclaimed, clicking his fingers in mock realisation, "I'll rend you limb from limb, my little spider. Rend you limb from limb!"

The pressure in the room was growing more and more. The arms of the squid-like sentinel began to extend, going taunt, ready to pull with all its power. Its medi-systems were ready, to restore him as soon as he died. The Red King had programmed his pet to perform this gory task three times in total before they teleported to the ship waiting in orbit. The sentinel was clicking with joy, thrilled by the promise of the task to come. Yohann had programmed his 'pet' to enjoy this task, greatly.

It was then that he noticed the shaking. Odd, the pressure inside of the building had increased, doubled in fact. His armour's sensor suite was feeding him data constantly. He could feel it pushing down on him, oppressive, stifling. The empty panes and panels of the abandoned warehouse began to shake. Glass would have fallen from the frames had they not been removed decades ago by ONI health and safety inspectors. Strange readings, subatomic particles flooding in and out of reality, and high concentrations of tachyons. Erratic wave patterns and quantum fluxations. It was as if the fabric of reality had a pulse, a heartbeat even. It was as if it were alive!

Johann struggled to piece together the meaning of all this. He knew they were familiar, but why. Why? It was then when he realised, with a start, astounded by the conclusions he drew from the phenomena. He had seen these readings many times, every time he had travelled between his secret realms, his hidden empire. Every time he had transported himself, to and fro, between the labyrinthine passageways of his halo installation, the second greatest weapon at his disposal.

Every time he had opened a slip space portal, every time he had opened a way point or wormhole, stable or otherwise. A singularity was about to open, something was about to punch its way into reality. But, what? He didn't have to wait long to find out! A mass towards the rear of the abandoned warehouse was growing. Shadows were forming, but so were lights. Great sparks and twinkling points of energy, many white, some golden. Veins of energy were spiralling out from the point of mass, heaving, boiling now. And pulses of energy reaching out like fingers, out from impossibly dark corners.

Johann knew he was in danger, he sensed it. Plasma light shot out from his armoured gauntlets, like claws. Two blades, constructed from light and saturated by a lethal corona of unknown particles. Boiling red, like a petrified liquid, flowing like molten lava, hotter than the surface of a supernovae. These were quantum phase rapiers. They were flooded with destruction particles: Quarks, smaller than electrons, capable of deconstructing subatomic particles themselves. He had encountered a collective civilization known as the Covenant. Their simple plasma blades were nothing compared to the weapons he wielded now.

Suddenly the room was ablaze, not with fire, but with white. The most brilliant white light filled the room, so bright that it immediately forced both Skull and Captain to shut their eyes, leaving an orange glow in their retinas as it continued to leak through their eyelids. The light lasted for less than a few seconds, and was gone as instantly as it had appeared. Johann opened his eyes, and the room was still once more. No light, no fluxations, nothing. Everything was completely peaceful. So he thought.

Cap too had opened his eyes, and he was dumbstruck by what he was seeing. How was this possible, it wasn't possible! He knew that he said and thought that a lot but, this time, it was! He just couldn't possibly be here!

The Red King sensed something. A blip, a tiny, near insignificant blip. His neural network was lased, hardwired into his sophisticated battle armour. Everything his suit saw, he saw too. He could see the entire electromagnetic spectrum itself, and could see things so tiny and so fast that they could barely have been said to have existed at all. His motion tracker was lighting up. Something, or someone, he realised with a mix of shock and fear, was standing mere inches from him. Should he look round? Should he cut it apart this instant, turn on the intruder in a split second and rend it limb from limb? Nothing would spoil this moment with the Captain, nothing! He had waited centuries for this! Why was he so obsessed with rending things limb from...

It was at this moment, when the most unexpected thing that he could ever have expected, happened. He received a powerful tap on his shoulder! "Hey, buddy?" Tony Stark asked, deadpan as he jabbed a steel finger into Johann's collar bone.

Johann knew he had to be fast. But he hadn't pushed his body this hard in such a long time. He had milliseconds to end this, would he be fast enough? _"No gloating, no words, give him nothing!"_ He thought to himself. Two, one, ZERO!


	13. Progress of Past

"YAAAAARGH!" The Red King screamed as he twisted round to strike at Tony. His chromium armour gleamed, and his blades screamed as they tore through the air, swinging down towards this new adversary.

Johann knew many things about the universe, answers to riddles and technological marvels that the idiotic humans wouldn't solve for centuries to come. Yet of this new enemy, he knew nothing. Not his strengths, his weaknesses, nor his limits. Nothing! He hoped that he wouldn't have to. His blades were powerful, and not even the strongest of Forerunner battle plate were enough to stop them. The blades came down, unstable particles forming into a deadly corona, aimed at Tony's chest, hoping to cut him completely in half.

They miss.

Tony was standing one foot away from the Red King, this eight foot giant in his mighty battle suit, and had stepped backwards the instant Johann had moved a muscle. The armoured enemy had accelerated faster than he'd expected, but this had only shocked him into action. He acted on reflex. Was cool, relaxed, and as always had an endless multitude of tricks up his armoured sleeve!

With the blades rolling down towards him, Tony activated his thrusters, his hands facing upwards. He ducked, the force of the thrusters propelling him down at double speed. The Skull threw himself of balance, taken completely off guard by this enemies' sudden turn of speed.

Tony rotated his right hand, and his palm slammed against the metal ground below, punching a crater, stopping him cold. Crouched now like some lithe and agile predator, he was ready to strike. Using his thrusters once more, he rose up, and with his feet leaving the ground like it had one hundred times before, launched a savage uppercut into the Red Skull's jaw.

Johann grunted as he took the hit, falling backwards into a crouch, shaken by the force of the attack. Stunned, and with Tony still hovering, Iron Man activated his repulsors. Full yield. With an angry cry, Johann was thrown away towards the back of the warehouse. He hit the wall with a sickening crunch. Head spinning, he couldn't have known what was coming!

With his moment of triumph slipping from his grasp, he looked up towards this mysterious foe. This man, who had appeared from the void itself. "What, the hell are you supposed to be?" He demanded from the unknown enemy in his shining suit of armour, just as Tony deactivated his thrusters. Johann knew that he was human. He could read his vital signs. But the suit was an enigma. He knew of Spartans and UNSC battle suits, but this man was neither. He was a complete anathema to the Skull!

Tony couldn't help but smile. He hadn't used the suit in over three years. Hell it felt good! "Well, I could ask the same thing red! Who are you, Agent Smith's evil cousin?"

* * *

><p>"Palmer to Gypsy platoon!" The helmeted Spartan-IV Veteran barked into her comms. link.<p>

"Go ahead!" Came the reply from her teammate, waiting with the others in the shadows, awaiting direction from their bold leader who was busy free running, scouting above them.

"I've got eyes on the disturbance. Lights emanating from the abandoned warehouse, grid reference: 032-683." She told her team as she leapt high into the air, covering the twelve foot gap between the warehouse and the generator tower she was on. She landed gracefully on the building's roof, with the poise and balance of an agile tabby, landing without a sound as she crouched into the floor.

Palmer drew her Magnetic Accelerator, an ARC-920, from the hard point on the back of her armour. This was a new staple amongst the UNSC armament, along with a multitude of other advanced weaponry and next generation equipment. Such as a fully integrated jet pack, and her hard-wired drop-shield. This latter system was a secondary shield generator, a permeation of the bubble shield technology developed years ago by pioneering human scientists. But this time, the system was Spartan portable!

"Squads Crimson and Majestic, strafe forward, standard pattern!" Sarah ordered. She felt something was up, and didn't like it. She was a veteran of countless battles. Palmer had served on twelve tours of duty as an ODST, and that was before her introduction into the Spartan-IV programme. She had been a soldier of the UNSC for almost 12 years, but nothing in her experience matched with what was going on here.

Something odd was happening in that warehouse, this was obvious. But what? She didn't have an answer for that question, and what were those strange lights emanating from inside? This was like something out of the old UFO stories of the 20th century. "Thorne to Palmer!" Her number two reported back. "All exits covered, Avalanche are covering the windows. Awaiting your orders!"

Palmer looked out around her. She could see avalanche. Whilst from our perspective they would have appeared as black and fetureless figures, to Sarah Palmer they gleamed in the near pitch black of the closed down Alpha Site. Their slit-visors glaring in her night-aid HUD. She rested her hand against the roof of the warehouse, feeling the vibrations below. There were people down there, human voices, muffled snippets of angry conversation. Then the entire building would shake. It felt like a battle was going on down there, and based on the violence of the shockwaves, she knew that what she was feeling was heavy weapons fire.

The reasons why this was happening were irrelevant. Her job, along with the other IV's, was to break up the disturbance and take down any hostiles inside. Someone had gone missing around here, a friendly. It was Steven Rogers, a cryogenically frozen human Captain America, an ancient super soldier apparently like herself. An intriguing character no doubt. However his existence was possible, he was important to the UNSC. If he was below her, it sounded like he was in big trouble!

"Gypsy squad, move forward. Proceed with caution. We don't know what is down their-" At this moment, something tore through the site below her. It felt like the building had been hit by a bomb, and she felt the shock of impact rip through her body. "What the hell!" She couldn't help but say out loud!

"Hit the ground, man down! Medic, medic!" The voice of Thorne screamed though her comms system. "Palmer we've lost Jim, Olsen is down! An energy blast just tore through the wall of the warehouse, massive yield! It's melted his chest plate completely through! Olsen...Olsen, can you hear me? Olsen!" Thorne bellowed as he shook his motionless comrade, searching for any signs of life. He found none.

Palmer cursed under her helmet, realisation and bitterness sinking in. Olsen, of course it would be Olsen! The single unshielded man under her command, wearing only wearing SPI (Semi-Powered Infiltration) armour, and equipped with an active camo-system, not energy shielding. Now, they'd lost him! What the hell was in there, Covenant? Worse? Were those really humans inside? A hostage situation? She didn't want to wait for another of her soldiers to die! One good way of finding out...visual conformation. And besides, nothing she could handle herself!

"Majestic! Suppressive fire, tear into the warehouse. Crimson! Take the western wall! Cover me, wait for direction! Enter the building on my command only. Code-word, bombshell!" Receiving a multitude of 'roger and outs' from her comms, Palmer sprant to the edge of the building, swinging herself over the side. As the familiar sound of small arms began to shout across the facility, she only hopped that Captain America wasn't inside. ONI wanted him alive!

Tearing through the rusted iron support panes of the long gone windows, and spotting a huge shadow out of the corner of her eye. She landed with a slam, tortured metal from above falling all around her, and looked up from her landing point, analysing her surroundings in an instant...

* * *

><p>"Fool!" The Red Skull screamed "I am the Red King! I am your superior and your better! I am your future human! How DARE you come between me and my prize! My Pet, rend the good Captain apart. Let his lifeblood drain from his..." His order was interrupted by yet another repulsor blast into his armour, pinning him down.<p>

"Err, yeah! I don't think that's gonna happen Mr. Red. Me and the Cap go way back. He's like the bother I never had. Annoying too! Could never look after himself..."

Steve was utterly beside himself. His life was on the line, and Stark was bantering with the Skull? "_Besides, I'm right here!" _He thought to himself! "...But!" Tony continued, "That's why I'm here. I'm his wingman, I'd die for old Cap..." As he spoke, his unibeam was powering up. Johann could detect the power build-up inside Tony's suit. This build-up of exited subatomic particles...an energy blast! He wouldn't allow it!

As Tony began to turn towards his trilling pet, all Johann could scream was. "RELEASE!"

Quick as a flash, the segmented legs of his sentinel released its prize, throwing the Captain away. Accelerating in an instant, the sentinel attempted to dodge the unibeam. It was only partially successful. The beam proceeded to tear off half its tentacles, and then rip a massive hole in the side of the warehouse. Steel and corrugated iron was no match for the high yield energy lance.

The cybernetic creature screamed as if in pain, as limbs and critical systems were damaged or destroyed. It flew high into the air and collided with both walls and ceiling, punching holes in the structure as it went. The blast had crippled its flight stabilizers. It then managed to re-take control of itself, and came between Iron Man and the Red Skull.

_"Shit!" _Tony thought to himself, as he stared at the glowing hole he'd just made. He hoped that beam wouldn't cause any harm, this was why he had given up being Iron Man! The Unibeam had a small range however, the particles it fired were short lived. He couldn't think about this, his current concern was the Captain. He ran in between Cap and the enemies. He recognised the Red Skull. How was he here? He didn't recognise its little pet. Impressive technology, but weird!

"I've always preferred dogs myself Red Skull. Giant metal killer squids aren't really my thing!" He said to him in his usual manner. Insulting the maniac dictator even further.

"How DARE you call me that! I am the Red King, and a King I shall be forever more! You cannot know me, dull human! I am a GOD compared to you! My pet, take flight! End his torment, destroy him!" The sentinel, propelling itself via its remaining tentacles jumped into the air once more. It swam through the sky, zigzagging like a shark, searching for blood. The blood of heroes!

It was at this moment where all hell broke loose on the ground. Whilst Tony was tracking the sentinel with an anti-tank missile, struggling to get a good lock, and the Captain was picking himself up from the ground, the squad of Spartans outside began to open fire. The room began to fill with bullets, white hot lead and the shrapnel of weapons and the walls of warehouse, coming apart in razor sharp fragments. Cap threw himself on the ground once again, his suit saving him from half a dozen of the razor sharp fragments. Iron Man span around, taking a strong, wide stance. A HE grenade fired from a M319 hit him dead on in the centre of his mask, bringing him down, as if he'd been hit by a car. It exploded a foot away from him, showering him with fragments as they began to ping of his armour plate.

The Red skull began to scream in rage, his plan had failed. He had been discovered! His pet squealed overhead, struck simultaneously by two high-velocity sniper bolts, punching deep into its underbelly. These were all blind shots, Skull realised. The UNSC personnel HAD to be firing blind, but the sheer volume of shots from this concentrated volley fire was insuring that something hit true. He put his shield up, just as a MAC round was heading straight for his head. His shield flared brilliant blue, and held against the strike.

Whilst Cap and Tony were sprawling to avoid the fire, a heavy crash occurred right behind Johann. There were many crashes occurring of course, all around him, but this was distinctive, the landing of something falling from above: Or someone! The Red King turned, the din of battle loud around him, and found the source of the noise. An armoured warrior had fallen, no, jumped from one of the windows above. Tall, a hair off seven foot he reckoned. Powerfully built, but lithe and agile looking all the same. Finely crafted armour, yet practical and deadly.

Johann groaned in anguish, his plan had failed completely. This was one of humanities greatest heroes, one of their angel of death! He'd seen the footage of the one they called 'John-117', patched through by his spies on the other halos. He could sense the others around him, and whilst he could kill them all, why? To what end? No. His pet would cover his escape, he only required the time to do so. The calculations had already begun.

* * *

><p>The moment Palmer had landed, Majestic squad had ceased fire. Crimson were awaiting her orders, from behind the wall on her left. She would give the people inside this room one chance! See could see her surroundings: Captain America, he WAS here! Funny, wasn't he a little small to be a super soldier?<p>

Another individual, an unknown, who the Cap was helping up. What was going on here? Some mechanical monster flying overhead, obviously Forerunner in design. A little like an Onyx Sentinel perhaps, like she had seen footage of, but with tentacles! They looked strong and heavy duty.

And there was one other, tall and strong, wearing armour more advanced than anything she'd seen! "Stand down!" She began to say to them all, with as much authority as she could muster, stunning the room into a frozen silence. Albeit, quite a lot!

She stood rising to her full height, staring right at the Red King, who she sensed was the ringmaster of this madness. "You have trespassed on government soil, and have killed one of my men. You will stand down! Surrender, you will not be harmed if you comply. You will release Captain America, he is under UNSC authority. He does not belong to you!"

This made Iron Man and the Captain raise an eyebrow. Cap belonged to NO ONE! Yet they stood motionless, for fear of alienating an entire human empire! Tony whispered a soft, "No" Someone, was dead? He couldn't have, not again!

This soldier made the Red Skull laugh, deep and patronizingly. Who did this 'girl' think she was? "Oh? And what, my dear, would you do should I refuse to cooperate?" He replied, plain and deadpan. Palmer de-polarized her visor, so that the alien could see her eyes.

"You are surrounded. Kill me, my men will take my place. Kill them, and another thousand will take theirs. Surrender, now. Or die!" Skull couldn't help but smile, it was a good threat, and a decent ultimatum. "Not bad, Spartan. But, there is one thing that you haven't considered!" He said, raising his mocking voice a little.

Palmer lifted her MAC just a little bit higher, zeroed in now on the Johann's chest. "And what exactly would that be?" She asked simply, ready to shoot at the soonest moment. The Skull smiled, she was cooperating with him now! "That I can get away!" And at that moment, he stuck.

Palmer was faster, she turned and squeezed on her MAC, placing a high velocity explosive dead on his centre. The impact stopped him dead, and even though his shield burned and flared brilliantly, he could feel the heat pushing though. His shield held, he kept his balance and he started to charge once more.

Palmer knew she wouldn't have time for a second shot. She sheathed the MAC, and drew both her pistols in a single, fluid movement. Fire blazed, impacts shook her arm. The enemies' shield flared brilliant blue once more, but did not fall. Palmer's surprised eyes suddenly disappeared from view as her visor re-polarized.

Johann had to capitalize on this, and knew exactly how. He was more than a man after all! What happened next was something that made every eyelid in the room widen. The Red Skull breathed fire!

The pluming, sprawling mass of superheated plasma burned towards Palmer at point blank range. She immediately rolled, jinking to the left, just fast enough to get out of the way of the sudden, terrifying attack. When she stood, a familiar bleeping warning told her that her shield was gone. The hotness of her armour over her right shoulder indicated just how close she had come to death. She opened up with her pistols again, as fast as her fingers would allow. The Skulls shield seemed less potent than before, but held true all the same. It showed no signs of giving out completely!

The plasma fire came again, but Palmer was just too quick. She anticipated the attack, dropped down, rolling on the ground as low as she could get. She could feel the heat tearing over her, but failing to hit its mark! She holstered one of her pistols, she had an idea.

As soon as the flames subsided, she pushed upwards with her arm, hard. With the grace and poise of an Olympic gymnast, she catapulted herself upwards, letting a couple of grenades fly as she span through the air went. They headed straight for the Skull. She landed onto her feet with a flourish, drawing her knife, watching the frags as they hurtled towards the skull. Her enemy easily evaded the projectiles, he ducked. They flew right over him. Just as she had hoped!

_"Foolish girl!"_ The Red King thought to himself. Did she think she had him trapped? "_And a knife against my quantum glaives!" _She was a poor strategist by any means to underestimate an enemy she knew nothing of. She was expecting him to stay still, draw a gun of some sort. She was incorrect!

The King's energy blades activated once more, slicing through the air, hissing and boiling. Palmer only just got out of the way, literally throwing herself rightwards. She regained her balance, but the alien was fast, so fast. Almost too fast! Another flurry of strikes, like punches, which she was again only just able to avoid.

Her heart was beating louder and louder, breath deep and fast. She'd never been pushed so hard by an enemy, ever! It wasn't a physical strain, it was not her body being pushed to its limit, but her skills. She was working on overdrive, and was only just escaping death. Escaping death from a manic, demented alien who screamed and roared with laughter after every attack.

Cap picked himself up, drawing his sidearm. He looked at Tony, at the robot, then at Palmer and Johann. He only had a few clips, but he knew who needed them most. He fired, and began to bombard the Skull's shield with a volley of slow, perfectly controlled bursts.

This was enough to break the Skulls concentration, just for a moment. Snarling in hate as, once again, the Captain was shooting at him! How long had it been, 600 years? His distraction was brief, but more than enough for a Spartan to capitalize on! Accelerating hard, and pushing hard, Palmer tackled the Red skull. His blades were too long, and failed to hit the twisting warrior. As his shield flared under the force of impact, Palmer tackled the skull to the ground.

Tony was watching on too. Lost both in his depressive musings on having harmed yet another human as Iron Man, but also stunned by the incredible display of technology panning out right before him. His jaw dropped as golden light pulsed around the human warrior's armour...and at the blue glow of the Skull's shielding. Breathing hydrogen plasma! This was remarkable!

The Red Skull was struggling, Palmer had him in a perfect lock, trying to choke him out. She was lying underneath him, just out of reach! He knew nothing of Brazilian jiu jitsu! Palmer was capable of breaking any bone or neck in this position, all accept this aliens. What the hell was his spine made of? She knew nothing of this alien's capability outside of what she had seen...and she'd seen a lot! Who was to say he couldn't kill her even now? She tried again, using everything she had. Teeth clenched, the Skull gagging under the strain as he began to black out. _"Break damn you!" _She screamed in her mind as the bones continued to hold! She contemplated calling backup, but as usual, her ego was getting in the way!

Johann knew he was up shit creek without a paddle. How had it come to this? There was one thing for it, one full proof trick to deal with the Spartan. Overcharge the shield, extend its projection range and flood it with disruption particles. Only one problem, it would burn the emitters out! "_No choice! It's time to die human!" _He thought to himself. The lightly shining blue corona of energy began to grow more and more defined. From transparent, to full opaque, blue and pulsing, like a cocoon of protective energy. Then the cocoon began to grow, and the pulsating mass turned from a cool navy blue, to an angry, boiling crimson.

Steve looked on in horror, Tony in outright awe. Palmer, in absolute terror. She'd been right! Her shield, which was moments from completely re-charging, failed completely. Time slowed down, and time began to move at a trickle. That strange phenomena known only as Spartan time. She saw as her entire world turned red and particles, like sand and mist, began to tear away from her visor. She could feel armour panels loosening, growing lighter. She could feel her protective exoskeleton being torn away from her. She needed to act, right, now!

She activated her drop shield, and the energy of her system began to merge with the skulls. Instead of forming a protective globe of hexagons the system was only capable of expelling brief jets of power, the rest being assimilated by the Skull's own shield. Her legs, which had been wrapped around Johann's abdomen suddenly shot around behind his back. Her shoulders twisted, moving her body right. She launched the skull into the air before he even knew what was happening, and for good measure, activated her jetpack, dragging her away from the deadly battle suit. She was free, and not moment too soon.

The skull picked himself up, and roared in defeat and frustration. His gambit had failed, his shield was gone! But, on closer inspection, a small smile began to spread across his wicked face. Sarah Palmer's visor was gone completely, and her eyes could be seen, water trickling out of them. Her stomach, left leg and left arm were in agony, with most of the skin itself missing. Blood was already starting to oose out of the open wounds. Much of her armour had been vaporized, and thick, bulging muscles could be seen under the remains of her gel under suit. Whole sections of flesh were missing, right across her entire front and side.

It was then that she went into shock. As her fine motor controls abandoned her, she collapsed. The Red Skull knew she was too weak to get back up. He'd seen humans endure such damage. But he did not rate this Spartan so high, much less a woman at that! Then he remembered Captain America, and his anger burned white hot again!

"You will pay for this! All of you! And Captain America..." As blind fury stayed his tongue, and a hard-point on his armour opened up above his forearm. Another gadget? Everyone was immediately thinking. Iron Man tried to take the initiative, as did Cap, firing off repulsors and M6G pistol rounds respectively.

The Skull dodged the first repulsor blast, anticipating where the beam would strike, then rolled as Iron Man attempted to bring a laser-like weapon down on him. Cap hit home, but the small arms fire was useless against the metal his suit was constructed from. Crouching, as a pistol round zipped past his head, Johann replied. He lifted up his hand, and from within his palm, erupted his own repulsor system! A short riff of pure white light impacted Iron Man, throwing him backwards.

Cap pulled the trigger of his pistol. And nothing happened. No! Of all the moments! Out of bullets!

From out of the Red Kings armour point, came a baton like object. It was matte-grey, with pulsing orange circuit points running across its surface. The baton began to open up, and within an instant, had quadrupled in size. Two monofilament points then erupted from its end. It was a spear! And it utilized the same disruptor technology which existed in his gauntlets. Without another word, he shot Cap with a beam of light, throwing him into the wall, and launched the heavy spear straight at him.

The spear came, hard and fast. Iron Man could see it, he had little time. "No!" He had to redeem himself! Had to prove to himself that Iron Man was not just a monster. He launched himself at Cap, thrusters on maximum. He tackled cap, throwing him away from the impossibly sharp weapon. Only one problem now, the spear was heading for him!

Tony tried to jink, but the skulls aim was perfect. It pierced his shoulder, punching through the armour as if nothing were there, and somehow bypassing his shield completely! Tony was beginning to see just how vulnerable he would be in this new world.

"Haha! Finish him my pet! Finish him!" Johann cried out, sensing the moment for his slave to strike. Tony's eyes were clenched in pain, but he could hear the sentinel above, its vox castor sounding in a loud, digitally distorted scream. It sped towards him, showing absolutely no signs of stopping. It was going to ram him.

His left arm practically disabled, he lifted up his right palm, and fired off a repulsor blast. No effect. Its armour too good. Seconds left, and with the creature bearing down, he let of a quick burst of micro-grenades, and took flight, ignoring the screaming pain as his shoulder began to hitch and burn. The grenades struck home. They did some minor damage. The main carapace was dented, targeting systems scrambled for an instant, and the motor drive of another tentacle was crippled, rending it practically useless. It now had three left.

As if on reply, the other tentacles came. Taking him by his legs, and last good arm, it manipulated him, and as helpless as a puppet on a string, Tony was slammed back down onto the hard concrete ground, pulverizing the rock as he hit it. He landed on his back, and screamed in absolute agony as the spear tore the hole in his shoulder wider. It had, of course hit the floor before himself. Sliding left and right, he was only glad he'd done those hellishly painful bone reinforcements to himself. The bone would have been pulverized, turned to powder otherwise. Not mad after all!

Palmer was shaking head to foot, she couldn't get up, couldn't even hold her pistol. She was no longer combat capable. She'd been stupid, beyond stupid in fact, and let her pride and hubris get the better of her. She'd walked straight into a hostile situation without any understanding of what she was really up against. Thugs, drunkards or Covenant infiltrators she had assumed, but no! She hadn't bothered checking!

She used the remainder of her strength to pull a communicator from her armour. Her primary helmet system was busted! "Pa-pal-mer to-o Cri-I." Couldn't even get her words out! "Cri-i-imson, engage, rig-gh-t-t now-w-w!" And on that, the communicator slipped from her hand. The squad knew she was in serious trouble, and no sooner did the communicator fall from her grasp, explosives tore the western wall apart.

The Red Skull looked on. No shields, no helmet, he was a sitting duck. He had to escape right now! The Spartans opened fire, one rocket launcher, one Spartan laser, they immediately targeted the sentinel. Supported by the entire platoon, the shrieking war machine was torn apart by ordnance. As its main carapace cracked like an egg, all Tony could do was to stay down, and try not to pass out due to the burning pain in his shoulder.

Captain America opened fire again, abandoning his control, shooting as fast as the gun would allow. Had to kill him, had to end it! Johann was ready, his ship was ready and the jump calculations had been set. It had his coordinates, the transmat was ready! He needed seconds only, and the good Captains undisciplined fire was the final opportunity he needed. With one last sneer, and one last dodge of a bullet that came to close to his exposed head, he turned, pivoting on the spot. And in a brief flash of multispectral light, vanished from sight.

Squad Crimson went silent. Of the three hostiles, one was destroyed, the other gone, and another critically wounded. They were perceiving Iron Man as a hostile, they had never seen anything like him before. "Medic! Palmer down, critical condition. Palmer down!" A Spartan yelled as another two began to attend to her.

"Stand down alien, power down your suit!" The others kept yelling at the wounded, bleeding Iron Man. They were more than surprised to say the least when Steven Rogers placed himself between their guns and his old friend. He'd saved his life, time to do the same. "Leave him be soldier. He's no alien, he's on our side!" They were more than confused, to say the least, what was the Captain implying?

Thankfully, Gabriel Thorne, was ready to take control of the situation. "Weapons down Spartans!" He barked as he and the rest of squad majestic strode into the warehouse. "The battle is over, these are no hostiles!" They did as he asked, they trusted his judgement. Whilst both he and Palmer were both equally respected, it was obvious that Thorne was the most loved.

Cap knelt down beside the beaten up Tony Stark. Tapping him on the helmet, just like he used to do after a long battle. "You know Cap?" He began to say, through clenched and gritted teeth. Steve's eyes watered up a little, both in sadness and amusement, he knew what was coming!

"That's just as annoying as when you used to do it 500 years ago!" He managed to grunt out, putting a hand around Cap's own. It'd been a botched up rescue mission to say the least!


End file.
